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This report provides an evaluation of four local authority 
projects from the perspective of:

• The internal council staff team working on the 
projects

• Stakeholders, both internal and external to the 
council, with varying degrees of involvement with  
the projects

• Disabled residents themselves.

Each project worked with five principles of good 
practice for improving the provision of information on 
public services to disabled people developed by the 
Office for Disability Issues.  

The key aim of this research evaluation was to 
use the insight that emerged from each individual 
local authority project to provide learning relating 
to the application of the five principles for provision 
of information to disabled people and their impact, 
relevance and usefulness.

Each local authority project had been deliberately 
chosen to provide a different perspective and focus 
on information provision; and the aids and barriers to 
application of the five principles. Reflecting this, different 
aids and barriers have emerged by local authority. 
These are a result of the different types of project and 
the challenges they each raise rather than anything 
specifically related to the local authorities involved.

Chapter 2 is a glossary of terms.

Chapter 3 provides an introduction to the research 
background, objectives, sample and methodology.

Chapter 4 provides an executive summary.

Chapters 5-8 cover each of the projects separately 
and individual experiences of the processes involved 
and, within this, the usefulness and relevance of the five 
principles for information provision to disabled people.

1 FOREWORD.
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This report was produced by thepeoplepartnership on behalf of  
the Office for Disability Issues. We would like to thank the Central 
Office of Information, the project team members, stakeholders and 
disabled residents who gave up their valuable time to take part in  
this evaluation.         

Chapters 9 draws the learning about the five principles 
from all four projects together and considers the 
implications for the further development of the five 
principles for information provision to disabled people  
in the future.    

Chapter 10 considers the implications for the  
five principles.  

We have provided a separate technical appendix 
which gives examples of the detail of the mystery shop 
exercise, disabled resident screener, and topic guides. 
It also contains documents relevant to the individual 
research projects.      

It is recognised that due to time constraints, and other 
factors unrelated to the projects, the projects were 
not able to progress as far as they would have liked. 
Given this, this report does not focus on assessing the 
outputs of each project, rather it looks to analyse the 
learning in relation to the five principles for information 
provision to disabled people that has emerged during 
the process of conducting each of the projects.



Cross-partnership signposting 

Voluntary organisations and others working together  
to signpost each others’ information

Disabled residents

Disabled people specifically recruited to participate in 
the research evaluation (as opposed to the definition  
of stakeholders detailed below) 

Embed

How information provision is systemised and/or 
administered within organisations so that it can  
be delivered consistently 

End users/users  

People for whom the information is developed,  
for example disabled residents in each of the  
local authorities 

Aztec Centre (Croydon)

Centre in Croydon where residents are able to view 
and purchase equipment for disabled people 

Action Learning Network 

Event which brings together all parties involved  
(across all four local authorities) to share learning  
and discuss solutions  

BSL

British Sign Language

CAB

Citizens Advice Bureau

Consultation

The act of seeking people’s opinions and advice

2 GLOSSARY.
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Involve

The creation of an environment in which organisations 
communicate meaningfully with disabled people 
and fully involve them to facilitate definition of and 
negotiation around what is relevant for the organisation 
to do/provide so that disabled people’s needs are met

ODI

Office for Disability Issues 

Pan-impairment group

Group representing people with a range of types of 
impairment 

POP information bus (Croydon)

Partnership for Older People information bus used to 
distribute information to older people around Croydon

Engage

How organisations successfully reach disabled people 
and induce them to participate meaningfully

Impairment specific group

Group representing people with a particular type of 
impairment  

Inform

How organisations provide information to disabled 
people, in terms of the content, structure, design, 
channels, formats and signposting through which 
information is supplied 

Information channel

The medium through which information is conveyed, for 
example, the telephone, the internet or face to face etc

Information format

The form in which way information is provided,  
for example, leaflets, a website or a directory etc 
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Voluntary sector organisation

Local or national group working in the third  
sector, funded charitably and/or with limited 
government funding 

PCT 

Primary Care Trust: a local organisation that works  
with local authorities and other agencies to provide 
services for people when they first have a health 
problem. They support a range of different types of 
service, including GPs, dentists, opticians, mental 
health services, NHS walk-in centres, NHS Direct, 
patient transport, population screening and pharmacies

Stakeholders

Individuals with a formal interest in how local authorities 
provide and manage information for disabled people. 
These people included representatives of voluntary 
organisations, people with particular impairment types 
and disabled people as a whole

User-led organisation 

Public service run by users 



• Explored the types and sources of information 
provided to disabled people by government  
(desk research/case studies)

• Developed recommendations to improve information 
provision across the public sector (stakeholder 
consultation including disabled people as well as 
government/non-government organisations).     

A key output from this initial work has been to develop 
five principles of good practice guidance  
for public sector bodies. These are:

1. Ensure that disabled people are involved from  
the start

 •  Directly involve disabled people right from the start 

 •  Allow enough time to involve disabled people 
thoroughly

 •  Involve disabled people with a range of 
impairments and other characteristics to get  
a clear idea of their needs

	 • Act on the outcomes of involving disabled people

1. Background  

There are over 10 million people in the UK who have 
rights under the Disability Discrimination Act and 
many of these individuals have a greater than average 
reliance on public services.

It has been recognised that good information provision 
is just as important as the service itself if disabled 
people are to have the opportunity to improve their  
life chances. 

Hence, the Office for Disability Issues (ODI) is taking 
forward government recommendations on improving 
the provision of information on public services to 
disabled people.

Initial work has:

• Reviewed evidence about the views and experiences 
of disabled people on the quality of available 
information when they try to access services 
(literature review)

3 INTRODUCTION.
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4. Clearly signpost other services

 •  Provide advice on where to go for  
other information

 •  Develop your links with the voluntary sector

 •  Use all opportunities to signpost and link  
to other information

5. Always define responsibility for information provision

 •  There needs to be a corporate commitment and 
accountability to improve information for disabled 
people 

 •  Resources should be clearly identified and 
allocated.

A partnership programme with four local authorities has 
also been set up, the aim of which is to implement and 
test the five principles identified as positively supporting 
the provision of better information for disabled people.

The four local authorities involved are Surrey, Cheshire, 
Croydon and North Tyneside. 

2. Provide information through a range of channels  
and formats

 • Consider your audiences’ access requirements 

 •  Consider using a range of channels and formats 
for information

 • Ensure your information is clear 

 •  Keep your messages simple and avoid  
using jargon

3. Ensure your information meets users’ needs

 •  Clearly identify your key audiences and  
their needs

 •  Consider structuring information by topic, around 
life events or by target group

 • Clearly label information so it is easy to find

 •  Involve users and test your materials to ensure 
they meet their needs
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Local authority Project focus

Surrey A strategic review of information provided to disabled people and the development of 
a business case/recommendations for future information provision within a district and 
borough council structure 

Cheshire The development of a fully integrated information directory for disabled people within  
a district and borough council structure 

Croydon User involvement in the development of a Communication Strategy for disabled people  
in Croydon

The development of an Independent Living website for disabled people, including  
a virtual tour of the Aztec equipment display and demonstration centre

Development of cross-partnership information for disabled people in a range  
of formats  

North Tyneside The methods of engagement used to involved disabled people 

Each local authority has championed an individual project. 
The focus of each is briefly specified below:
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The ODI commissioned the Central Office of 
Information (COI) to deliver a programme of work,  
the key aims of which were to:

• Support an Action Learning Network of the four  
local authority projects

• Conduct research to assess the extent to which  
the four local authority projects demonstrated the  
five principles and to suggest baseline indicators 
should stakeholders wish to measure progress in 
future years.

This report specifically relates to the research element 
of this programme of work.

It should be noted that COI has used this work to 
develop a toolkit, which will be made available to 
professional staff working in local authorities to 
encourage them to take similar approaches to those 
encountered as part of this research. 
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2.  Research objectives

The overall research objectives were to:

• Assess:

 –  the level of involvement, and engagement, of 
disabled people throughout each of the local 
authority projects

 –  to what extent the five principles had been applied 
when planning, setting up and implementing the 
individual local authority projects

 –  as a result of each project, whether disabled 
people themselves perceived they would have 
better access to information and be better 
informed/supported than before and whether they 
perceived that barriers to access had been/would 
be altered or removed

• Suggest baseline indicators for each project should 
stakeholders wish to measure progress  
in future years

• Evaluate, taking the learning from all four projects, 
what this meant for the effectiveness and impact  
of the principles themselves. 
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3. Research sample

3.1 Overview

Qualitative research was conducted among:

• Internal council staff with varying levels of 
involvement with the projects 

• External stakeholders with varying levels of 
involvement with the projects 

• Disabled residents (except in Surrey where the 
nature of the project meant it did not have an 
external manifestation that could be evaluated 
among external residents).

3.2  Internal council staff/external stakeholders

The precise samples varied by local authority project 
but the following were represented overall:

• Internal council project team

• Other less involved/uninvolved council staff across 
job functions and departments

• Steering group/Advisory Reference Group members 
comprising external stakeholders

• Information providers such as Citizens Advice 
Bureaux (CAB), libraries, specialist providers for 
disabled people

• Voluntary sector organisations (both pan-impairment 
and impairment specific)

• User groups led by disabled people (pan-impairment 
and impairment specific) 

• Public authorities. 
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3.3 Disabled residents

The disabled resident element of the research, where 
conducted, comprised representation of the following:

• Different levels of current awareness and use of 
a range of public services including education, 
equipment, finance/benefits, health, housing, leisure/
holidays, transport, work

• Impairments including physical/mobility, sensory, 
mental health conditions, learning disabilities and 
long-term health conditions

• Demographics including gender, socio-economic 
grouping, ethnicity, age

• Location: different locations across each local 
authority catchment area and reflecting key relevant 
variables depending on the local authority in 
question, for example, urban/suburban/rural and 
different boroughs and districts.

There were also additional and/or specific recruitment 
criteria to reflect the nature of each of the local authority 
projects. This is detailed, where relevant, in each of the 
individual local authority chapters. 

Within each local authority, and across the sample 
overall, representation was provided of stakeholders 
with a focus on the needs of different disabled resident 
groups including:

• Older people

• People with hearing and visual impairments

• People with learning disabilities

• Parents of disabled children/young people

• Children/young people

• Black and minority ethnic communities.

The recruitment of internal council staff was conducted 
by thepeoplepartnership.

Recruitment was conducted using:

• Contact details provided by each internal council 
project team

• Free find methods such as local authority/voluntary 
organisation searches within each catchment area.
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The co-ordination of the disabled resident recruitment 
was conducted by Acumen Fieldwork, a fieldwork 
agency which specialises in recruiting target groups 
that organisations traditionally find hard to reach.

A team of recruiters who live in each of the local 
authorities were used to recruit the disabled  
resident sample.

Recruiters used a range of methods to find disabled 
residents including:

• Knocking in relevant postcode areas

• Advertising in local venues and the local press

• Networking with local voluntary groups.

All disabled residents and their carers/personal 
assistants were financially remunerated for their time. 
The amount of remuneration varied according to the 
nature and extent of their input. Travel expenses were 
also provided if relevant and appropriate. 



3 Introduction  19

4. Research methodology

4.1 Overview

A range of qualitative methodologies was used  
to evaluate each of the local authority projects.  
Please see the following table for a summary of  
each of the qualitative methodologies used and  
the benefits of each.

Internal council staff/external stakeholders

Methodology Description Benefits

Observation/ 
attendance and 
informal interviews 
at steering meetings/
Action Learning 
Network events

The moderators attend events to inform 
themselves of the progress of projects and any 
issues arising  

The opportunity is taken to interview internal 
council staff and external stakeholders 
less formally and in the context of direct 
involvement in the project

First hand experience of the project

Group discussions Groups comprising 3 or more people and 
typically lasting between 1 to 2 hours 

The shared perspective on a project  

Cross-fertilization of ideas
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Methodology Description Benefits

Face to face  
depth interviews

One to one or paired depths typically  
lasting  
30 minutes to 1 hour  

The individual/ personal perspective  
on a project  

Identification of any differences or experiences 
of/ opinions on the project

Telephone depth 
interviews

One to one depths typically lasting  
30 minutes to 1 hour  

Time efficient for respondents who are  
very busy

Disabled residents

Methodology Description Benefits

Mystery shop Participants are asked to record their 
experiences of finding and using local 
information in the weeks prior to a  
research session  

Participants are also asked to retain/record 
any particular pieces of information they are 
given for later discussion in the research    

A real life assessment of how participants  
are experiencing 

information provision at a particular point in 
time and the issues identified

Group discussions A group typically comprising 5 or more  
people, typically lasting between 1.5  
to 2 hours 

The shared perspective on current information 
provision  

Response to the measures implemented  
or proposed by the project  

Cross-fertilization of ideas
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Methodology Description Benefits

Trios A group of 3 people, typically 
lasting 1 to 1.5 hours 

A hybrid between a group discussion and a depth interview  
which allows for a wider range of locations to be sampled  

In home depth 
interviews  

One to one or paired  
depths typically lasting  
30 minutes to 1 hour  

The moderator goes to the individual’s home and explores  
their individual/ personal perspective on finding and using  
local information  

This can be very valuable among people who are unable/unwilling  
to come to a research session   

Identification of any differences of opinion about particular project 
measures that may not be expressed in a group environment   

Workshops Events comprising 15 or more 
residents, typically lasting 3 
hours 

A larger event of this type allows for a more creative environment  
Workshops involve working in a large group as well as breaking out 
into smaller groups. This allows for an assessment of overall barriers 
to access and how to overcome them, as well as any barriers which 
are more impairment-specific Workshops are used to help reach a 
consensus, for example, about the main issues related to finding 
and using information in a local area, as well as the degree to which 
particular measures have removed/reduced barriers to access
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The timing and structure of individual research  
sessions was tailored to meet the needs of  
individual respondents.

All of the fieldwork was conducted by Ann 
Whalley, Naomi Kent and Gillian Thomas of 
thepeoplepartnership between August 2007  
and April 2008.

Topic guides were developed on an evolutionary  
basis for each element of the research and for  
each local authority project.

Examples of the mystery shop exercise, recruitment 
screener, and topic guides have been included in the 
Technical Appendix.

The specific combination of methodologies used for 
each local authority project was tailored to the needs, 
nature and progress of each project. 

A description of the precise combination of 
methodologies used by each local authority is  
provided within each specific county chapter  
(please see chapters 5 – 8). 

The venues for the research were chosen on the  
basis of their accessibility and, in the majority of  
cases, participants in the research felt that this  
had been achieved.    

Refreshments were provided and transport was 
provided when requested.   

Participants took part in the research with their carers/
personal assistants whenever relevant and appropriate.

Access aids were also used whenever relevant  
and useful during the course of the research,  
for example: 

• Signers, interpreters, translators

• Use of alternative Plain English/visual stimulus 
materials/audio description of stimulus.
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4.3 Disabled residents

The disabled resident element of the research was 
designed, as far as possible, to assess:

• Experiences of information provision prior to the 
project with an emphasis on the information issue 
being focused on by each individual project

• Response to specific project activity with a focus on 
whether participants felt it had/would remove/reduce 
their barriers to access to information.

As already discussed, disabled resident research was 
not conducted in Surrey because the nature of the 
project objectives was not resident-facing.

4.2  Internal council staff/external stakeholders

Research took snapshots during the course of each 
project so that set up/ planning, implementation and 
outcomes could be assessed, as well as how learning 
developed over time and specifically how any issues 
that arose were tackled.

Specifically ‘Familiarisation’ and ‘Post mortem’ research 
was conducted with key members of the project teams 
at the beginning and end of the research evaluation to 
give them the opportunity to reflect on the relevance, 
usefulness and implications for the five principles 
across the course of the whole project.   

The internal council staff/external stakeholder fieldwork 
was conducted between August 2007 and April 2008.
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North Tyneside

Disabled residents were interviewed using a 
combination of three group discussions and five in 
home depth interviews, which were conducted at 
urban/suburban and rural/coastal locations across 
North Tyneside.

The North Tyneside project was already underway 
when the research evaluation began, hence a mystery 
shop exercise to test experiences of information 
provision prior to the project was not conducted.  
Rather residents were asked to reflect on their 
experiences during the course of group discussions 
and in home depth interviews.

The opportunity was also taken to assess the existing 
Adult and Social Care literature which  
can be found at www.northtynesidegov.uk/
learningdisability/index.htm

The North Tyneside resident fieldwork took place in 
October 2007. 

Henceforward in this report, where we refer to ‘residents’ we mean 
disabled residents who participated in this research evaluation 
exercise, unless otherwise stated. Where we refer to ‘stakeholders’ we 
mean individuals with a formal interest in how local authorities provide 
and manage information for disabled people, including people who 
represent voluntary organisations, people with particular impairment 
types and disabled people as a whole. 

Cheshire

The research in Cheshire was conducted using a 
mystery shop exercise followed by a total of six trios, 
one in each of the individual districts and boroughs.

The broad concept of a fully integrated information 
directory was also explored with disabled residents  
in Cheshire. 

The Cheshire mystery shop took place between 
November 2007 and January 2008 and the trios  
took place in January/February 2008.

Croydon

The disabled resident research in Croydon comprised  
a mystery shop, followed by a workshop/in home 
depths and, finally, some follow up in home depths 
among some people who had taken part in the earlier 
research to explore specific responses to a more 
developed Independent Living website brief.      

The Croydon mystery shop took place between 
November 2007 and January 2008. The initial 
workshop/in home depths took place in January  
2008 and the final in home depths took place in  
April 2008.  
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5. Summary of the projects 

Level of involvement and engagement of 
disabled people in the projects 

The extent to which disabled people were engaged and 
involved with the projects varied significantly across the 
different areas, due to the particularities  
of the situations of each. 

At an overall level, key factors that contributed to 
the relative effectiveness of the engagement and 
involvement of disabled people in each of the projects 
related to: 

• The relative experience of the team – more 
experienced teams generally had an advantage 
because they:

 –  had a wider and more diverse network of people, 
relationships and resources to access throughout 
the process and hence were often better able to 
engage with a wider range of disabled people 

 –  were more in tune with relevant ways  
of engaging disabled people

 –  were working in local contexts in which many,  
if not all, partners bought into the value of 
accessible information, therefore, did not have  
to spend time and effort driving the idea.

• The extent to which the project had been structured 
to empower disabled people within the process – 
more effective teams tended to: 

 –  involve as many disabled people as possible 

 –  specifically invite people who represent different 
groups/relevant areas of expertise, within this 
involving people who are experienced in the  
area of information provision 

 –  structure engagement mechanisms so that 
disabled people have independence and feed 
directly into decision making processes, so that  
if the council leads then their role is as facilitator 
rather than the project director

4 SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS.
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 –  managing participants’ expectations so that  
they are not unrealistic 

 –  ensuring that all elements of the process  
are accessible 

 –  facilitating constructive communication between 
disabled people and the project team 

 –  focusing on generating consensus  
on ways forward 

 –  responding to criticism when it emerged 

 –  securing continuity of staff, attendance and 
commitment to the project 

 –  providing feedback and results, and evidence that 
these had been acted on – and presenting this 
appropriately for the audience.

To a certain degree, even the most successful 
projects found it difficult to engage disabled people to 
participate on the project teams, especially people who 
were new to/not known by the project team  
and people from groups that the council traditionally 
find harder to reach groups. Councils, especially those 
that are less experienced, need more help  
and inspiration on how to go about doing this. 

 –  give disabled people the power to ‘police’ local 
authority activity 

 –  ensure that senior managers – and local 
partners – are formally involved in engagement 
mechanisms from the start.

• Management of the process – more effective teams 
had focused on making disabled people feel fully 
involved and engaged in the process and meeting 
their needs, within this: 

 –  being clear about everyone’s roles/responsibilities

 –  directly involving disabled people in setting project 
objectives

 –  encouraging an atmosphere of group cohesion 
and mutual respect

 –  facilitating engagement; guiding the group  
to focus on overarching issues rather than  
their own

 –  valuing involvement, whether through emotional or 
financial incentives, and ensuring that participation 
is not too arduous/ demanding
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• The overall project objectives and how these evolved 
over time – strategic/general projects found it easier 
to apply the principles than those which were specific 
initiatives and/or were focused on a particular part of 
the information cycle

• Perceptions of the role of the principles – teams  
that perceived them as a basis for further thinking 
and/or a means of empowering disabled people  
to help guide local authorities’ information 
development process were more likely to respond 
to them positively and to be using them at a more 
conscious level. 

The impact of the projects 

At an overall level, although some of the councils 
felt that they could have done more to increase the 
reach and impact of their projects, in all areas the 
projects resulted in residents believing that the activity 
undertaken had or would improve local information 
provision at some level. 

The experience of North Tyneside, detailed in Chapter 
8, offers some guidance on issues to take into account 
and possible approaches to consider when attempting 
to engage disabled people. 

The research also highlights the need to offer guidance 
on the nature of the involvement of disabled people: 
whether, or in what situations, it is acceptable for 
disabled people to be indirectly involved in these 
kinds of processes, for example, via representation on 
committees by non-disabled people.  

The extent to which the five principles  
were applied 

There was variation in the extent to which local 
authorities consciously applied the principles when 
planning, setting up and implementing the projects. 

Factors which fed into this included:  

• The experience of the team – more experienced 
teams tended to be more familiar with the ideas 
underpinning the principles and indeed some 
had standard working practices which generally 
encompassed them. These teams were less likely to 
refer to the principles on an ongoing basis but they 
were using them as a reference point  
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All local authorities also felt that the process of the 
project had: 

• Encouraged the council to focus more strongly  
on providing accessible information 

• Engaged more people within the council to focus  
on accessible information provision 

• Improved partnership working in this area. 
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6. Learning for the five principles 

Local authorities found the existence of the five 
principles to be beneficial as they: 

• Provide a comprehensive framework for developing 
information in an area in which  
these bodies might be inexperienced

• Promote a strategic approach to 
information provision 

• Can serve as a catalyst and focus for action.

Local authorities tended to feel that the successful 
application of the principles would lead to better 
information provision. Indeed, they felt that the 
principles are of wide-ranging relevance, as they  
can and should relate to: 

• All user audiences not just disabled people

• All information provider audiences, including the 
voluntary sector. 

This was seen as a strong argument for mainstreaming 
the principles. Local authorities also felt that 
mainstreaming would increase the likelihood both of 
senior stakeholder buy-in and of more widespread 
implementation of the principles, as they would be core 
to job roles. 

The research, therefore, indicates that there is an 
opportunity to develop the principles into a set of rules 
that could be used across all aspects of national, local 
and voluntary information provision, to help create 
consistency and embed awareness of accessible 
information principles across a wider range of 
information providers. 

Although local authorities were favourable about 
the underlying concept of the principles, some were 
unclear as to the overall relevance of the principles 
to them and how to use them in practice. This was 
especially the case for inexperienced teams who  
were working on specific council initiatives. 
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Key areas that local authorities highlighted as useful  
for the communication to address included: 

• Clarifying the role of the principles and how they 
should be used 

• Explicitly relating the principles to the generic 
ongoing communication cycle of ‘engage & involve, 
inform and embed’ 1

• Expressing the principles as generally relevant to a 
range of information providers, rather than assuming 
that local authorities should be the main audience 

• Detailing or demonstrating how to integrate the 
principles into other frameworks relating to accessible 
information, or providing the flexibility within the 
principles to do this – while still keeping a sharp focus 
on ensuring the provision of accessible formats 

Local authorities, therefore, wanted more guidance on 
what the principles mean in practice in terms of:

• How they relate to current working practices 

• The steps involved or issues around implementing 
each principle

• How the principles can be used in dynamic, 
changing information contexts. 

Local authorities are also aware of the need to ensure 
that they and other council staff and partners take up 
these principles and use them day to day if accessible 
information provision is to be embedded across 
the local area. They are, therefore, keen that the 
principles are made as generally relevant, memorable 
and engaging as possible, to make them easier to 
remember, use and sell in. 

The research, therefore, indicates that the 
communication of the principles could be developed to 
improve their uptake and implementation. 

1  For clarity, we have structured the feedback on current  
information provision in Chapters 5-8 by these different  
points in the information cycle. 
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• Broadening the frame of reference to relate to 
applying the principles to different information 
situations 

• Providing a more detailed understanding of what 
each principle means in practice, what steps might 
be involved in achieving it and how this relates to 
different job roles 

• Triggering emotional engagement with the set 
of principles/each individual one to engender 
involvement with the principles 

• Illustrating the relationship(s) between the principles 
to encourage easy recall.

In Chapter 10 Conclusions & implications for 
the five principles, we offer some ideas on how to 
structure communication of the principles. 
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5 SURREY.
7. The Surrey project

7.1 Project objectives

The aim of the Surrey project was to develop a 
business case for change that ensures the council 
meets its legal obligations to provide accessible  
and inclusive information in a cost-effective and 
targeted manner.

The objectives of the project were to:

• Ensure disabled people are involved in the  
project from the start

• Embed the information needs of disabled people, 
and people who have traditionally found information 
inaccessible or exclusive, in the recommendations

• Work with services undertaking projects aimed at 
providing accessible and inclusive information

• Provide advice and input to Policy and Public 
Affairs Service (PAPA) – a new service within the 
council that manages relationships with key partner 
organisations and co-ordinates consultations with  
the public – when they produce an inclusive 
engagement strategy

• Test the application of the five principles for 
producing better information for disabled people.



Partnership working
•  Including Police, PCT, NHS Trust

Project board
•  Senior council staff across 

services
•  Met twice

Advisory 
reference group
•  Comprising representatives from 

voluntary organisations, part 
impairment organisations and 
partnership boards

•  Met 4 times

Project consultants
•  With particular areas of 

expertise, to advise on 
providing information for 
disabled people

•  All were disabled people 
themselves

 Internal council
project team 

•  Stakeholder workshop
•  Small local meetings to boost underrepresented groups
•  Team mapping excercise (core team)
•  2 options development workshops (council staff)

5 Surrey  33

7.2 Project structure and method
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Advisory Reference Group 

The Advisory Reference Group comprised 
representatives from voluntary organisations, pan-
impairment organisations and partnership boards. 

This group met four times during the course of  
the project.

Partnership working

Other council staff and partners including the police, 
PCT (Primary Care Trust) and the NHS Trust were  
also involved to ensure the project was embedded in  
a broader context.

Project consultants

Four project consultants were engaged to work 
alongside the project to advise on providing information 
to disabled people. The consultants’ areas of expertise 
were, respectively:  

• Working with central government on disability issues, 
participation of the Equality 2025 group at ODI

• Easy Read

• Vision Impairment, websites and telecommunications

• HR/engagement, visual impairment,  
50+ network representative. 

Project board

A project board, comprising senior council staff  
across services, met twice during the course of the 
project to ensure that it was integrated into broader 
council activity. 
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7.3  Project Method

Method Objectives Participants  Notes Date 

Day long 
stakeholder 
workshop 

To fully understand 
the needs of the 
target groups prior to 
producing a detailed 
project plan 

74 people including:

Surrey County Council staff  

User-led disability groups 

Surrey partners, including 
Surrey Police, Surrey and 
Borders Partnership NHS 
Trust, Surrey Fire and 
Rescue, district and borough 
councils  

Support staff (BSL 
Interpreters and Personal 
Assistants) 

Information was provided 
in formats specified by 
attendees. 

Attendees were offered 
transport to the event, 
which was at an  
accessible venue. 

Attendees fed back on  
the workshop and whether 
they wanted to participate 
in/ be informed of future 
progress 2

September 2007   

A feedback 
report in Easy 
Read was 
distributed in 
September 2007 

Small local 
meetings 

As above    People for whom English is 
not their first language

Children and young people  

Staff who could not attend 
the workshop 

As above September 2007
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An Options Development Action Plan was circulated to 
stakeholders, including the Advisory Reference Group, 
for comment. 

This was then sent to the Project Board for approval. 
Communication strategy recommendations, including 
a full business case, were worked up on the basis 
of the agreed document and were sent to the Senior 
Management Team.

Method Objectives Participants  Notes Date 

Team mapping 
exercise  

To understand how 
Surrey currently 
provides information

Internal project team October-
November 2007

2 x options 
development 
workshops 

To address and build 
on good practice: ways 
to improve information 
provision to: 
1. Communities  
2. Staff

Council staff For key outputs, see below January 2008

 
Key outputs 

The key outputs of the options development workshops 
were around three areas as below:

• Informing and participation: the channels and 
formats through which information is provided

• Processes and databases: how to make better use 
of databases when providing information

• Strategies, guidelines and policies: what is in place 
and how these are monitored.
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8. The research evaluation in Surrey

The research evaluation in Surrey had three  
specific objectives:

• Assess stakeholder response to the process involved 
in the development of a communications strategy, 
the aim of which is to provide more accessible 
information to disabled people (within the framework 
of mainstream information) in a more cost effective 
and consistent manner than is currently the case

• Assess stakeholder feelings about whether the five 
principles were applied and the extent to which they 
were relevant/useful during the process

• Establish what stakeholders feel both internal and 
external baseline indicators might be if they were to 
measure progress of the project in future years.
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9. The research evaluation method and sample

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Familiarisation with the history and 
progress of the project to date 

1 x paired depth with original project lead1   
and project officer

August 2007

Views on project set up 6 x depth interviews among internal council staff across 
directorates/job roles, project consultants  

4 x depth interviews among members of the Advisory 
Reference Group with a range of impairments

December 2007 

Observation of project evolution Observation of the Advisory Reference Group December 2007

Observation of project evolution Observation of one of the Options Development 
Workshops

January 2008

Awareness/perceptions of the project 
among semi-involved/ uninvolved 
members of council staff 

1 x 1 ½ hour group discussion (4 participants)

3 x telephone depth interviews

January 2008

Awareness/perceptions of the project 
among semi-involved/ uninvolved 
external stakeholders 

10 x depth interviews across public authority, information 
providers, voluntary organisations representing a range 
of different impairments (a short telephone interview was 
also conducted with the PCT)  

January 2008/

February 2008

Observation of project evolution Observation of the Advisory Reference Group April 2008

 1 The project lead changed halfway through the project.
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An attempt was also made to recruit external 
stakeholders from borough and district councils  
but these stakeholders proved impossible to recruit  
due to:

• Lack of established relationships with the  
county council

• Lack of perceived relevance of, and interest in, 
taking part from the borough and district councils 
themselves.

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Views on project progress 1 x group discussion among members of the Advisory 
Reference Group with a range of impairments,  
some of whom were interviewed in November 2007  
(6 participants) 

6 x depth interviews among internal council staff across 
directorates/job roles, project consultants, some of whom 
were interviewed in December 2007

April 2008

Post mortem by project team 
reflecting on project as a whole

1 x paired depth with subsequent project lead and 
project officer

April 2008

Recruitment was conducted:  

• Using contacts provided by the internal  
project team

• Free-finding contacts using an organisational search 
of Surrey County Council and Surrey voluntary 
organisations. 

Hence a spectrum of more to less involved internal 
council staff and external stakeholders were 
interviewed.
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10.  Overview of learning from the Surrey project 

10.1 Current information provision 

All stakeholders acknowledged that Surrey’s 
information provision for disabled people to have  
some positive aspects, in particular areas/teams. 

However, key areas of weakness highlighted by 
stakeholders – which this accessible information  
project was designed to address – included:

• Lack of awareness/interest in accessible information 
as an issues across the council 

• Poor publicity/promotion of information provision 

• Information provision poorly co-ordinated,  
not strategically developed/managed 

• Limited focus on engaging disabled  
people effectively 

• Over-reliance on the telephone and internet for 
information provision, insufficient opportunity  
for face to face contact 

• Council failing to take responsibility to resolve 
information query: resident left to take responsibility 

• Lack of staff training regarding different  
access needs 

• Poor signposting of information 

• Poor partnership working processes – with all  
other bodies but particularly local borough and 
district councils.
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At this point in the project development, the five 
principles were felt to have been an invaluable aid. 
Beyond this, the principles were perceived as a 
springboard to help develop thinking on the issues. 

Analysis of the application of the five principles is 
detailed below.

Principle one: ‘ensure that disabled  
people are involved from the start’ 

All thought that this principle had been strongly adhered 
to by all parties involved in the project.

Directly involve disabled people right from the start

This was explicitly built into the approach  
to the project: 

• An initial stakeholder event involving disabled  
people was conducted before agreement of the 
project objectives

• An Advisory Reference Group was created using 
people who expressed an interest in being involved 
at the initial stakeholder event.  

10.2   Relevance and usefulness of the  
five principles to the project 

On reflection, all parties felt that the five principles had 
been very successfully applied during this project, with 
the focus being on principles one, four and five.

The project team acknowledged that their project 
may have been the easiest of the four local authority 
projects against which to apply the five principles in  
a straightforward fashion, as: 

• The nature of the project was such that all  
aspects of information provision were being 
considered, therefore, it was appropriate to  
consider all principles

• The resource was available to study the detail and 
implications of the principles to information provision 
across the whole council in a methodical and 
focused fashion.

More specifically, the five principles were used at the 
outset of the project when it was being planned and 
there was a need for an initial reference point to use to 
make sure that all aspects of information provision had 
been considered. 
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• Agreeing and planning transport arrangements  
in advance 

• Providing information relevant to the meetings in 
advance and in an appropriate format

• Making clear that disabled people were  
welcome to put forward their views personally  
and in private if they did not feel comfortable  
doing so in a group situation.

The team acknowledged that disabled young people, 
parents of disabled children and black and minority 
ethnic communities had not been involved as fully as 
they could have been and that this should be a focus 
for future work. 

The disabled people who were involved in the  
project also successfully and fully consulted with 
members of the organisations they represented. 

External disabled consultants were also involved  
in the project.  

Act on the outcomes of involving disabled people 

The disabled people involved in the project felt that 
their input had been properly considered throughout  
the course of the whole project.

Allow enough time to involve disabled  
people thoroughly

Enough time was provided throughout the project  
for disabled people to be fully involved.

Involve disabled people with a range of 
impairments and other characteristics to get  
a clear idea of their needs

Disabled people with a range of impairments and other 
characteristics were directly involved in the project. 
Disabled people from groups not initially represented 
were consulted separately, for example, people with 
hearing impairments. 

Surrey wanted to make sure that all disabled people 
could be involved and so focused on making meetings 
accessible for all. Strategies used included:  

• Setting meeting dates well in advance 

• Restricting the number of meetings 

• Providing accessible venues for the Advisory 
Reference Group 

• Providing refreshments 
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This was a key focus of the project, both in terms 
of outcomes for council information and in terms of 
provision of accessible information during the course  
of the project.  

The inclusion of external consultants who were experts 
in specific aspects of accessible information helped in 
the execution of this principle. 

Principle three: ‘ensure your information meets 
users’ needs’ 

Clearly identify your key audiences and their needs

Consider structuring information by topic,  
around life events or by target group

Clearly label information so it is easy to find

Involve users and test your materials to ensure 
they meet their needs  

The team had considered this principle as the  
‘catch all’ principle during the project which helped 
them to think about issues not included in the other 
principles, especially in relation to the mapping 
element of the project.

The disabled people involved were keen to continue 
their involvement on an ongoing basis to ensure that 
the action plan was implemented.  

Principle two: ‘provide information through a range 
of channels and formats’ 

The team felt that the project adhered to this principle 
quite well, although participants thought it was 
important that action points relating to provision of 
offline channels were actually followed through.

Consider your audiences’ access requirements

Consider using a range of channels and  
formats for information

The team tended to feel that this had been done to a 
certain extent, both in relation to the project process 
and what they hoped the project output would be. 
However the Advisory Reference Group was keen 
to stress the need to take account of users who are 
unable and/or unwilling to use technology. 

Ensure your information is clear

Keep your messages simple and avoid using jargon



5 Surrey  44

Resources should be clearly identified and 
allocated 

The project structure and design in Surrey was 
carefully planned to maximise its impact and the 
likelihood of being mainstreamed across the council. 

Key elements of the structure that facilitated  
this included:

• The existence of a project board comprising  
key personnel across services to increase 
awareness of the project and develop links  
with existing council work 

• The specific inclusion of the Head of 
Communications as project sponsor

• The involvement of the elected councillor with the 
disability portfolio from the beginning of the project

• The emphasis put on promotion of the project across 
the council so that staff are aware of it.

Principle four: ‘clearly signpost other services’ 

Provide advice on where to go for other information

Develop your links with the voluntary sector

Use all opportunities to signpost and link  
to other information

The team identified this principle, or more specifically 
partnership working, as important to the success of  
the project. This led them to invite partners, including 
public authorities and PCTs (not just the voluntary 
sector), to get involved in the initial stakeholder day  
and other events.

However, they acknowledged that this aspect of the 
project could have been developed further, especially  
in involving district and borough councils. 

Principle five: ‘always define responsibility for 
information provision’ 

There needs to be a corporate commitment  
and accountability to improve information  
for disabled people
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Working in partnership to provide information

• Clearly signpost other services

• Ensure the ongoing involvement of people

• Resulting in behaviour change and  
information exchange

• Always define responsibility for  
information provision.

This approach, arguably, reflects the need for  
principles relating to information provision for  
disabled people to work in a broad context but  
also retain a focus on accessibility. 

Advisory Reference Group 

The Advisory Reference Group claimed that the five 
principles were not particularly top of mind for them but 
that the principles, on reflection, had been successfully 
and conscientiously applied, and that this had 
contributed to the overall success of the project.

10.3   Views on the five principles from  
different stakeholders 

Internal project team

Although the project team endorsed the principles, once 
the project was underway, the team went on to develop 
the five principles under three groupings to aid their 
ongoing thinking. The specific groupings were:  

Information is targeted, monitored and reviewed  
to ensure it meets users’ needs

• Reaching the target audience

• Monitored for content and presentation

• Effective in communicating the message

Information is provided in an accessible and 
inclusive manner

• Provide information through a range of channels  
and formats

• Meeting our legal obligation to provide accessible 
information 
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• Highlighting when disabled people might have 
particular needs but not making disabled people 
central to the five principles

• Tailoring the principles to specific job roles/services 
when relevant, for example the web team

• Making the principles as easy/accessible  
as possible.

Additionally, members of staff who were trying to 
communicate the principles to staff less involved 
with disability issues in the wider council community 
reported experiencing difficulty in encouraging uptake 
and engagement in a context where staff are busy and 
carrying a heavy workload. 

“I do think they need to think about what they call 
the principles – I think it would have been easier to 
sell in with a snappier title – accessible information 
is hardly exciting is it?”

(Council staff)  

These individuals therefore wanted to have a hook to 
enable them to communicate the principles in a way 
that is more engaging than at present.

Internal council staff

Internal staff felt that the five principles had served as 
a springboard for the development of strategy by those 
with specialist job functions who were heavily involved 
with disability issues.

 Reflecting this perceived positioning of the five 
principles, other internal council staff often felt that 
the principles made sense but that they were not very 
useable because they did not relate to the way in which 
they approached information provision in their day to 
day work.    

Internal staff therefore imagined they would receive a 
‘user-friendly and relevant’ version of the principles that 
would enable them to incorporate the thinking into their 
broader working lives. 

 Specifically they felt this meant:

• Incorporating information principles into  
broader council values/aims and job  
descriptions/evaluations

• Identifying principles general to all information
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“That goes without saying, they [disabled people] 
should be involved”

(Stakeholder)

“It’s ingrained in us – we take it for granted but 
maybe some people hadn’t thought of it”

(Stakeholder)

External stakeholders wanted more to be done to 
think about the principles from the perspective of any 
stakeholder, rather than only from the perspective of 
the local authority.

Expert information providers were particularly focused 
on this as they were already using long-established 
information systems and felt they had a lot more 
expertise in the area than the local authority.

“Lots of organisations, information providers like 
Age Concern and Citizens Advice Bureau, have 
the Community Legal Service quality mark. There 
is a danger these principles just replicate what 
is covered by the CLS quality mark: for lots of 
people it’s what they are already doing and so the 
principles wouldn’t be useful”

(Stakeholder)

Public authority 

The public authority in Surrey was extremely positive 
about the prospect of a set of guidelines.

“I think the guidelines that they produce will 
be extremely useful and persuasive for me 
persuading others that this is the way we should 
be doing things”

(Stakeholder)

The partner also strongly felt that the guidelines  
would need to be policed if they were to be 
implemented in reality.

Other external stakeholders

External stakeholders could perceive that there  
would be value in a consistent set of principles for 
everyone to adhere to when providing information  
for disabled people.

However, they felt that the five principles needed  
to be a lot more detailed to make them truly useful  
and relevant.

“If anything they don’t go far enough – there’s not 
enough detail”

(Stakeholder)
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• The general support offered to Advisory Reference 
Group members so they all felt able to contribute to 
decision making

• Ensuring the accessibility of involvement in the 
Advisory Reference Group 

• Facilitation of the group to focus on the broad nature 
of the objectives from the start of the project, rather 
than (their own) impairment- 
specific issues

• The successful management of expectations such 
that the Advisory Reference Group felt listened to but 
also recognised that all their requirements could not 
and would not be met immediately. 

An additional benefit was perceived to have been  
the fact that the project had given a wide range  
of council staff an understanding of, and a  
concrete reference point for, advice and support  
on accessible information.           

Many external stakeholders felt that the principles 
should be applicable to general information provision, 
rather than only information provision  
for disabled people.

10.4    Overall project learning and outcomes

Overall the Surrey project was felt to have been a great 
success by all parties.

All stakeholders believed that a key strength of the 
project was that something relatively small in initial 
scope had been such a big catalyst for change across 
the council.

Many felt that this was due to the way the project had 
been run and structured. Key positive elements of this 
were thought to have been: 

• Structuring the project to involve senior managers 

• The positive, constructive and respectful nature of 
the working relationship between the council team 
and the Advisory Reference Group (the Chair of 
this group also took on the role of project lead in the 
latter half of the project)
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• There is a need to focus on developing ways of 
engaging a broader range of internal council staff – 
there was a feeling that involvement in the project 
was self-selecting and that those further from 
thinking about accessible information had still not 
been included 

• Groups that the council traditionally find hard  
to engage, such as black and minority ethnic  
communities and young people require targeted 
activity: in this instance attempts were made  
to do this via face to face meetings and  
qualitative approaches

• The communication of the five principles need  
to be flexible enough to work in broader contexts, 
most notably:

 –   in a wider council environment, as part of  
council values and objectives and individual  
teams priorities

 –   among external voluntary organisations/
information providers who already work with 
established accessible information principles       

Learning for the future that resulted from the project  
for the council included:

• There is a potential conflict between council 
practices, such as the need to produce a project 
proposal and objectives prior to getting a project 
agreed, and the need to wait until disabled people 
are involved to start the project

• The expertise and knowledge that external expert 
information providers have in the area of accessible 
information needs to be better used 

• There is a need to focus on understanding how best 
to tackle the challenge of working in partnership 
with the borough and district councils and, beyond 
this, with voluntary organisations, especially those 
whose main relationship is with borough and district 
councils. This issue highlighted the need for more 
ongoing and  
regular face to face contact with these kinds  
of organisations

• New external stakeholders, disabled or not, need to 
be engaged in partnership working – the project still 
to a degree relied on ‘the same faces’ 
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• All information needs to be dated, reviewed  
and owned  

• Information champions within council departments 
are highly valuable 

• All council activity (priority setting/projects/policies) 
needs to be accessible and so should meet 
accessible information requirements 

• Maintaining momentum after the end of the project 
without the commitment of an internal stakeholder 
will be challenging 

• Real culture change within the council will take  
a long time. 

• There is a need to focus on communicating/
embedding the principles in a way which will  
interest and engage target groups, including  
senior managers, other council staff and  
external stakeholders

• A major issue is to ensure that outputs are actioned: 
there was a strong feeling that while this project 
had been a success, there had been many similar 
projects in the past which had changed little 

• There is a need for more internal training delivered 
by people closely involved in the field

• Budget needs to be available to implement 
accessible information principles     

• There is a need for a clear point of contact within 
the council that internal/external stakeholders and 
residents can contact with issues/complaints
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11.1 Feedback from internal council staff

Internal council staff directly involved with the provision 
of accessible information believed that overall they 
have a good and improving reputation for providing 
information to disabled people.

Specific positive changes highlighted included:

• Work on the accessibility of the website

• Facility to allow contact by textphone  
at the contact centre

• Development of the contact centre feedback sheet  
to make it more accessible

• Changes to the contact answer machine to make  
it easier to hear.

Council staff also perceived there to be a developing 
focus on Easy Read within the council and an intention 
to deliver it more consistently. Specifically, they believed 
that the council prefers the idea of offering Easy Read 
over translating documents into other languages.

The fact that the council is looking to have its own 
mail house which will mean it can send out tailored 
information to residents was also viewed by staff as  
an important and positive development.

Key areas that staff believe need to be tackled included:

• Better publicity of information provision and changes 
to information provision in Surrey

• Over-reliance on the website and telephone in Surrey 
given the needs and expressed channel preferences 
of disabled people, due to cost, confidence and/or 
accessibility issues

• Failure to update the website, for example,  
how well highways update the system to record 
highways faults

• Working relationships – and, as a result, signposting 
– were felt to be poor, especially between the 
borough and district councils and the voluntary sector

11. Current information provision
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11.2    Feedback from external stakeholders

At an overall level, external stakeholders identified 
particular areas of good practice within departments 
and teams within the council that had specialist 
functions, for example Learning Disabilities and  
Deaf Services. 

Beyond this, external stakeholders generally felt that 
information provision within Surrey had not been very 
good in the past. Some felt it was improving.  

More specifically a number of issues and criticisms 
were raised: we have structured these under the 
headings ENGAGE & INVOLVE, INFORM and 
EMBED, as follows. 

By ‘ENGAGE & INVOLVE’ we refer to how local 
authorities successfully reach disabled people, induce 
them to participate and fully involve them in the process 
of defining and negotiating the services local authorities 
provide for disabled people so as to meet their needs. 

By ‘INFORM’ we refer to how local authorities provide 
information to disabled people, in terms of the content, 
structure, design, channels, formats and signposting 
through which information is supplied 

• Lack of motivation to change, especially  
among certain council staff who had been  
in place a long time

• An absence of processes which facilitate 
implementation of accessible information principles 
across the council, for example, there is reportedly 
no facility to deliver alternative formats if requested

• Accessible information being perceived as  
niche rather than mainstream

• A general lack of awareness of the support  
that already exists, for example, that the web  
team can provide advice on making web pages  
more accessible.
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INFORM

• General lack of publicity/promotion of information

• Lack of publicity regarding where to go for other 
formats, for example, in the library 

• Poor track record on producing alternative formats 
(due to time/cost restraints)

• Too much reliance on the web, despite the fact  
that many end users do not have/want access

• Failure to keep the web up to date and 
comprehensive; problems with signposting and  
use of plain English 

• Need for community information centres,  
for example, libraries, street information points,  
train/bus stations

• Insufficient opportunity for good face to face 
information provision.

By ‘EMBED’ we mean how information provision is 
systemised and/or administered so that it can be 
delivered consistently. 

ENGAGE & INVOLVE 

• Lack of sufficient engagement with disabled people

• Disabled users’ and voluntary sector views are  
not demonstrably considered

• Consultations are undertaken as a way of 
encouraging engagement but these are often thought 
to be insufficient, often only constituting one meeting, 
and results are not provided in an accessible form 

• Lack of a strong mechanism for feedback from 
residents and stakeholders after consultation – rather 
than a tick box exercise – and no known examples of 
feedback to residents who engage with consultation 

• Lack of more active participation/involvement 
activity/mechanisms 

• Need to use methods of engagement appropriate for 
the resident in question. 
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• Resident has to take responsibility for finding out 
information: ideally a member of staff would take 
responsibility if they don’t know the answer, rather 
than leaving the resident to make a number of  
phone calls 

• Residents are not necessarily kept informed of the 
progress of their enquiry  

• A call back service for the contact centre is not 
available but would be useful 

• The need for high profile points of contact for 
external stakeholders who want to communicate  
their views

• Lack of consistent use of existing databases of 
external groups to stimulate engagement, for 
example Surrey Users’ Network

• Lack of co-ordination of information: no central 
database of leaflets/other documents published  
by the council.

EMBED

• Poor communication between the contact centre and 
borough and district councils, which means residents 
cannot ring for information about services offered by 
the latter

• Contact centre’s approach to information queries, 
which is to try to solve everything, rather than giving 
residents the contact details of the team/person with 
whom they already have a relationship

• Poor partnership working – county council 
information is not integrated with that provided by 
partner organisations/poorly signposts information 
provided by the voluntary and partner organisations 

• Lack of consistency across information

• No strategic approach to information provision 
across the council 

• Council staff, especially contact centre staff, lack 
sufficient training to deal with disabled people, 
especially people who are deaf/hard of hearing  
and people with learning disabilities
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12.  The borough and district county structure

Participants felt that individual borough and  
district council information was very variable,  
with some boroughs and districts leading county 
thinking and vice versa.

There was a general feeling of frustration at the lack 
of communication and connection between individual 
boroughs and districts and the county.

At the time of the research there was no formal 
information sharing process and the county reported 
having to buy in information about residents held by  
the boroughs and districts. 

Similarly there was no formal communication or guidelines 
on information provision or sharing. However, participants 
believed that the topic of closer working relationships was 
a focus for the Chief Executive.  

Several participants noted that the county  
council is promoting one point of contact via the 
website/contact centre and yet there is no proper 
integration of information between the county and 
district and boroughs.
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13. Surrey’s strategic review project

13.1  Experiences and views of the internal 
council project team

Involvement of external stakeholders  
from the start

The internal project team believed strongly that external 
stakeholders should be able to influence the aims and 
scope of the project.     

Hence the project specification was not agreed until 
after an initial stakeholder workshop had been held.

The team felt, however, that this introduced a 
tension between the need to write a Project Initiation 
Document, which would be endorsed by the senior 
management team, and truly involving disabled people 
from the start. It is normal council practice to agree  
a project specification before any activity on a project  
is undertaken.  

Initial stakeholder workshop  

Individuals were invited to attend the initial stakeholder 
workshop on the basis of involvement in the Equality 
and Diversity project and having expressed concern 
about the topic of information provision.

The internal project team felt confident that using this 
method of selecting invitees combined both efficiency 
and inclusivity. 

Members of council staff who were not on the project 
team were also invited to the initial workshop to ensure 
that other projects within the council considered 
information for disabled people within their own work.

The structure and focus of the workshop took into 
account previous work that had been done on 
accessible information in Surrey.  
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Shift in emphasis from a ‘disabled’ to a 
mainstream project

Following the initial stakeholder workshop, there  
was a shift in emphasis to include all people who  
have difficulties in accessing information, not just 
disabled people. 

An important added benefit of this change was 
perceived to be that senior management became  
more interested in the project, since it was now  
thought of as a more mainstream project.

Mapping of existing information

Next the internal project team spent a couple of months 
meeting with the different services both internally and 
externally. The team felt, in retrospect, that this stage 
of the project had been extremely demanding and 
complex. Indeed, they believed that if it hadn’t been for 
the existing knowledge and experience of the project 
lead in this area, this stage would have required even 
more time.

“For example, we have a Children’s Information 
Service which is huge in Surrey but we didn’t get 
to hear about it until two days before the Options 
Workshops”

(Council staff)  

The team judged the initial workshop to have gone  
well and the project changed its emphasis as a result  
of the findings. The focus moved from looking at 
specific information content and format for disabled 
people to a broader remit of how to engage all people 
from groups the council find hard to reach in the first 
place, coupled with how to make accessible information 
actually happen.

“The results of the workshop showed that people’s 
concerns were around the processes, quality and 
methods used to provide information rather than 
the detail of the information produced”

(Council staff)    

“The message from the workshop was: the 
information is there but people don’t know how 
to get it…also the conclusion was Surrey have 
good guidelines on information, they are just not 
followed”

(Council staff)   
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“For us they are literally that reference so that 
we can make sure we’re not jumping the gun on 
things, that we haven’t forgotten things. And they 
did come up with a whole load of issues that 
needed addressing”

(Council staff)     

The clear objective of the project from the start was to 
look at information provision from a broad perspective, 
rather than focusing on any specific impairment types or 
access needs. The internal council team (and members 
of the Advisory Reference Group) reported that this was 
difficult to achieve initially but that, with clear direction 
and management, members increasingly developed this 
perspective during the course of the project.

“There was a clear focus on what the project  
did and did not include right from the beginning 
and everyone quickly understood that, which 
meant the project was much more productive  
and constructive”
 (Council staff) 

Options Workshops

The internal project team felt that the two Options 
Workshops, which took place in January 2008 after  
the mapping exercise, had gone well.

They tried to make sure that everyone who had been 
involved in the project was kept informed throughout, 
using printed/electronic documents. 

“One of the big learning points for us was that if 
you’re going to keep people informed you have to 
actually print something, not send emails, not rely 
on word of mouth: sending something that people 
can tangibly hold on to and having an electronic 
version that someone can forward on” 

(Council staff)     

Involvement of the Advisory Reference Group 

 The internal project team thought that the Advisory 
Reference Group had worked well and that they had 
been genuinely involved throughout the project.
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“The borough and district councils are always our 
Achilles heel, we’re a two- tier council and they 
don’t like us telling them what to do”

(Council staff)     

“It was a conscious decision not to  
involve them on my part because we  
knew what would happen”   

(Council staff)     

Outcomes

From the start of the project, the team were convinced 
that there would be no tangible outcome unless senior 
management were persuaded to take the project on 
board for business reasons. The arguments the team 
used related to legal obligations and the potential for 
long term cost savings.

Hence, they presented a proposed action plan  
to senior management. The plan was deliberately 
structured into separate small, discrete elements  
and a number of the proposed actions were 
immediately accepted.

The internal project team felt that the culture of  
working in partnership that had been created within  
the Advisory Reference Group meant that members  
felt listened to but at the same time were willing to  
tailor their expectations to what could realistically  
be achieved.    

Involvement of senior management

The team believed that they had learned lessons 
around working with senior management and 
optimising the interest and involvement of this group. 

Specifically they felt that they could have  
done more to engage senior management  
proactively by attending team meetings, rather  
than simply writing to them, which was the  
approach the project took initially.

Borough and district councils

The team recognised that the borough and district 
councils had not been involved to any significant 
degree and that they should have been.
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• Senior management had directed the project 
team to work in partnership with other staff 
already working on broader, related projects, 
for example, creation of a single relationship 
management database and creation of a web  
portal for all public services.

Provision of accessible information throughout the 
project

There was a clear commitment from the project team 
to provide information in sufficient time and in an 
appropriate format to everyone involved in the project.  

This process was greatly aided by the involvement  
of external consultants on the project team who  
had expertise in specific formats, such as Easy  
Read and Braille.

The final output from the project was structured into 
four elements – those:

• Already agreed by senior management which 
had already been incorporated into services’ 
existing workstreams/plans, for example an 
awareness campaign/surgeries on how Surrey 
communicates and why the use of communications 
guidelines are important

• Already agreed by senior management and 
which the project team were working with 
services to implement, for example, development 
of a network of representatives from each service to 
monitor and review information produced and apply 
the communications guidelines 

• Senior management had directed the  
project team to submit a full costed business 
case for, for example, improving how people 
who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech 
impairments communicate with the Contact Centre 
and Deaf Services 
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Members reported receiving information on time and  
in an accessible form and interpreted this as evidence 
of the council’s commitment to the aims of the project. 
It also meant that all members were able to contribute 
to the process fully.    

Advisory Reference Group set up,  
structure and management

The Advisory Reference Group was set up after the 
initial stakeholder workshop and comprised interested 
parties across a range of user groups, as well as the 
internal council project team. 

The group was chaired by an external consultant who 
was disabled himself.

Advisory Reference Group members were extremely 
positive about the leadership of the group throughout 
the project.

Some members of the group felt it was important to 
distinguish between organisations run by disabled 
people and organisations run for disabled people  
(but not by them). They felt the emphasis should be 
very much on organisations actually run by a disabled 
person when setting up groups of this kind.   

13.2    Experiences and views of the  
Advisory Reference Group 

Project direction and leadership 

The original council project lead left half way through 
the process and was replaced by the Advisory 
Reference Group Chair (who fulfilled both roles for  
the remainder of the project).

There were some initial concerns that this change may 
hinder the progress of the project but the handover 
was judged to have been managed very efficiently and 
effectively; and the leadership of the project was highly 
praised by the Advisory Reference Group.

“It’s because of her driving it [project lead] that 
we’ve got this far…I’m usually negative about the 
council but she has been great”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

Advisory Reference Group members felt clear  
about the project objectives, the timeframe and  
what their role was.
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There were also strong indications that members of 
the Advisory Reference Group had been taking issues 
back to their own organisations to consult more widely.

There was recognition that, to a degree, the Advisory 
Reference Group comprised the ‘same old faces’. 
Equally, though, group members felt this was a 
consequence of other people not having the  
necessary time and interest to be able or willing  
to input into the process.

Attendance on, and commitment to, the group was  
very strong throughout the project: there was a large 
core team which consistently contributed.

Members of the group frequently talked about wanting 
to be involved beyond the official end of the project. 
They felt that, although this project had been very well 
implemented, the real test of its success would be 
whether anything changed as a result.

“It’s good they are doing it but this sort of thing 
has been done before – we’ll need to wait and see 
whether anything comes of it”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

The group was positive about the number of  
members of the Advisory Reference Group who  
were disabled themselves. 

More specifically they were positive about the range  
of impairment types represented across the group.

Overall, there was a strong feeling of cohesion within 
the group: disabled members felt that they were both 
involved and that their individual needs were met:

“If you don’t want to say something in  
public then you are given the opportunity  
to do so in private”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

 “Lots of the information has been in Easy Read 
and we’ve been given it in plenty of time before the 
project”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

“I must say they have really tried this time”
(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

“This is the best project I have ever been involved 
with in Surrey”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)
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 “It’s not only drawing up the guidelines, but it’s 
getting them accepted and marketed into the 
wider community, not just Surrey. We’ve got to try 
and ensure the boroughs accept and sign up to 
it: some boroughs are pretty good but some are 
pretty bad”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

The group was keen for the council to commit to  
further progress meetings, possibly at quarterly 
intervals, to allow the council to take them through  
what had been achieved.

“This has all gone very well but the real test will be 
if they do anything…the final strategy needs to have 
timed action points against it and I would want them 
to take us through what has been done”    

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)

Group members agreed that a key issue moving 
forward was executing a future strategy: turning  
the ideas into practice, for example, making sure that 
less involved parts of the council and other partners 
such as the borough and district councils implement 
the principles.

“Concentrating on getting everyone in Surrey to 
sign up to working this way – having someone 
you can contact if something goes wrong who you 
know will get something done”

(Member of the Advisory Reference Group)
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“It has helped me think about communication  
with my own staff, many of whom do not have 
access or cannot access technology. Things  
like writing to them at home, notice boards, 
information posted to the work place, Easy Read, 
buddy systems for the deaf, support networks for 
non-English speakers…”

(Council staff)

 “We’ve been attending team meetings across the 
departments and telling teams about what we can 
do and how we can help them [web support and 
development]”

(Council staff)

“It was useful talking to people in lots of  
other departments. I was surprised at how  
little other staff knew about the range of  
services the Contact Centre service offers 
information on – and the fact we use the web  
as our primary source of information about  
the council services”    

(Council staff) 

13.3    Experiences and views of internal  
council staff (not on the project team)

Perceptions, and experience, of the  
Surrey project

Members of staff with responsibility for information 
provision across the council had generally been made 
aware of, and were excited by, the Surrey project.

“It could give us what we need to move forward”
(Council staff)

They had been made aware of it through formal 
meetings with the internal project team; attendance  
at one of the staff workshops; and through general 
word of mouth. 

Some reported that there had already been positive 
spin-offs from the project in terms of:

• Highlighting the issues related to accessible 
information in their area

• Helping teams work together and communicate with 
each other more about accessible information issues

• Helping to get things done within their own teams.
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There was a general broader debate about the merits 
of a very broad remit which is focused on making all 
information accessible but runs the risk of missing 
issues related to specific access needs, versus one 
which focuses on disability in general.

“I think you need to achieve a balance between 
the two competing needs – to provide generally 
accessible information, whilst not forgetting the 
needs of specific audiences”

(Council staff) 

Range of internal staff involved in the project

Members of staff who had attended the workshop 
were positive about the way it had been run and 
the opportunities it provided to find out what other 
departments were doing.

There were criticisms, however, that staff at lower  
levels within individual departments had not necessarily 
been consulted.   

Some staff felt that the project had been preaching to 
the converted and that the main test will be whether it 
has impact beyond those immediately involved.

 

“The contact centre resident feedback form has 
already been changed – the font size has been 
increased, and the amount of text has been 
reduced. As a result we have had 10 times as 
many forms returned…a great example of using 
the principles and the knock-on effect has gone 
beyond people with disabilities”

(Council staff)

“The project has meant we are working towards 
changing the word profiles on all staff computers 
– changing it to Arial 12 as default. Also we are 
looking to change content pages so they can be 
read by screen readers”

(Council staff)

Scope of the project

Some staff raised concerns about the scope of  
the project becoming too wide, which they worried 
could lead to a loss of focus on specific issues,  
like getting Easy Read used more consistently 
throughout the council.

“I’m worried it’s all getting too broad and that there is 
a risk nothing will be achieved at all – I think it would 
be better to keep it very focused on disability”

(Council staff)
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• Policing of information provision by an external 
source, such as printers alerting internal staff if  
a particular piece of information does not conform  
to the principles.  

Internal staff wanted any guidelines that were  
produced to relate to the context of their wider  
job roles and responsibilities.

“At the end of the day we need to look at the 
bigger picture – it’s no good just looking at 
disability and forgetting the needs of other groups 
– it needs to be a balance” 

(Council staff)    

Uptake of the project

Internal staff felt that if the project was accepted by 
senior management it could provide the basis for 
accessible information across the council and there 
was excitement at this prospect.

“It can be really small changes that make a big 
difference, we just need to get on and do them”

(Council Staff)   

However, many were not convinced that senior 
management would commit to change.

Staff were also convinced that it was imperative to 
change the overall culture of the council to ensure that 
accessible information provision is properly embedded 
into all council work, although they accepted that this 
would take time.

Outputs of the project

The key outputs that internal staff were looking  
for from the project included:

• Inclusion of accessible information in  
performance targets

• A policing system for accessible information: spot 
checks by communications staff on information  
and penalties for not conforming

• Specific guidelines for producing information 

• A check list or decision tree: ‘things you need  
to think about when producing information’

• Accessible information champions within  
individual departments

• Better information and knowledge of what  
different departments do
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13.4    Views of uninvolved external 
stakeholders

Communication about the project

Communication about the project was sent out to  
a very wide range of stakeholders across Surrey.

The project had done a reasonable job of promoting 
itself, with around half of the uninvolved external 
stakeholders contacted claiming they were aware  
of the project and the communication about it.

Response to the communication varied largely 
depending on the extent and quality of relationship  
the council already had with the external stakeholder  
in question.

Uninvolved external stakeholders who already had 
a relationship with the council tended to claim to 
be pleased to have been kept up to date about the 
project and to feel that both the aims of, and the 
communication about, the project were good.

“Sounds like a good thing”
(Stakeholder)   

Outcomes

Internal staff were concerned that the nature of the 
objectives of the project meant that it was crucial that it 
carried on running after its official close. 

All recognised that ongoing resource and commitment 
was needed to ensure that the strategy was followed 
through. They talked about the real measure of 
success being whether anything happened as a result 
of it.

However, many also felt that the cost and staffing 
implications of moving forward would be too great to 
enable the strategy to be put into practice.

“I just don’t know whether we have the staff ….I 
have concerns that the web operations team is not 
broad enough based to carry out the action plan” 

(Council staff)

“To be honest, if we had more enquiries  
about consultation we would not be able  
to deal with them”

(Council staff) 
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Black and minority ethnic communities 

Although stakeholders representing these communities 
were aware of having received information and updates 
from the project team, they were unsure about how the 
project related specifically to them.  

They highlighted the need for face to face contact 
and for them to develop personal contacts with 
representatives from the council. 

These stakeholders also pointed out that their 
communities lack awareness of the services provided 
and information available from the council. They felt 
that the most effective method of providing information 
to their communities was via trusted intermediaries, 
such as themselves. 

Young disabled people and parents of  
disabled children

Stakeholders involved with young disabled people and 
parents of disabled children highlighted the lack of 
accessible information available to these groups.

However, uninvolved stakeholders without a prior 
relationship with the council were less likely to have 
noticed or read about the project and were less likely  
to feel it was relevant for them or their user groups.

These stakeholders were much more likely to say they 
would like a face to face meeting with the council so 
that they could better understand the relevance of the 
project to them and so they could ensure that they 
represented the specific needs of their user group.

People with learning disabilities

The desire for a face to face meeting was particularly 
strong for uninvolved stakeholders dealing with people 
with learning disabilities, as these stakeholders were 
particularly likely to feel that the use of formal channels 
to communicate information is not appropriate for their 
user group. 

“This is all very well but people with learning 
disabilities we deal with can’t read – Easy Read is 
no good for them – they want it explained and also 
they can often not remember bits of information so 
they need it constantly reinforced and repeated”

(Stakeholder)
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13.5    Experiences and views of the  
public authority 

The public authority involved was aware of the Surrey 
project, had been involved at the start and had received 
updates throughout.

They hoped that that it would act as a catalyst to a 
deeper and more ongoing relationship with the council 
in the future.

“It was a bit of an eye opener for me: the breadth 
of things that we should be considering was one of 
the benefits”

(Stakeholder) 

However, they perceived the focus of the project as 
being internal, for the council, and that the relevance 
to themselves and further partnership working would 
come at a later stage. 

Specifically they highlighted the difficulties these 
groups experience in accessing the right information  
at the right time, for example, around information  
about the range of local support available at the  
time of diagnosis.    

Specialist information providers

Specialist information providers were already using 
highly developed principles and systems to provide 
information to disabled people. They felt that they 
should be consulted at an early stage so that any 
principles and systems the council develop and make 
use of are compatible with their own.

They were also concerned that the focus should be  
on action.

“I’m sceptical about how effective this project will 
be and whether it will have an impact…working 
on Compact we had endless meetings defining 
good practice…my concern is that good practice is 
actually applied, that’s the real test – it’s no good 
having good practice guidelines that are ignored”

(Stakeholder)
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14.  Suggested baseline indicators should stakeholders wish to measure 
progress in future years

Indicators of the success of the project in the future 
suggested by council staff/stakeholders included:

• Change in senior management  
knowledge, awareness and involvement  
with accessible information 

• Change in staff seeing accessible information  
as an integral part of their work

• Thinking about accessible information per se,  
not accessible information for disabled people

• External stakeholders believing there has been  
an improvement in information provision

• Regular user testing representing disabled people 
(especially on the web)

• Improvement in resident satisfaction ratings for  
the web

• Continuing engagement with groups, with whom the 
council has already made contact, high response 
from engagement, achievement of good quality 
engagement (not just tick box)

• Public know where to go for information

• Availability of free information 

• Information automatically provided in accessible 
formats, for example Easy Read

• Disabled people engaging more with mainstream 
services, not just specialist services

• More people getting the service they need

• More people being given the information to enable 
them to stay independent at home

• High satisfaction scores on the Community Survey 
among disabled people

• Improvement of service user views of Surrey  
County Council 

• Reduction in the number of complaints

• Residents feeling comfortable  
commenting/complaining 
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• Regular meetings of the Advisory Reference  
Group after the official close of the project to  
ensure elements of the strategic plan are being 
ticked off/happening

• Developing a database so the council knows what 
information channel/format an individual needs

• Single point of contact individuals can ring to  
have their needs met 

• Better engagement with the borough and  
district councils. 
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15. The Cheshire project

15.1 Project objectives

The main objective of the Cheshire project was to 
establish a fully integrated directory, which featured 
details of services and how to access them, covering  
a wide range of public authorities in Cheshire.

To achieve this, the project set out to:

• Identify the demands around signposting information, 
assessing what currently works well and how this 
can be further developed and mainstreamed

• Assess the impact of libraries, Access Teams,  
One-Stop Shops and traditional signposting services

• Identify the range of communication methods 
required to make an information directory 
accessible to all, including Easy Read, PC-based 
communication, interactive information points,  
linked websites and other methods

• Ensure the involvement of disabled people as key 
stakeholders, building on the long-term viability of 
this relationship

• Build in a mechanism for measuring information as 
a ‘quality of life’ indicator and the impact high quality, 
easily accessible information has on the lives of 
disabled people and carers in Cheshire.   

6 CHESHIRE.



Steering group
•  Including representation of a range of voluntary 

organisations chosen to provide geographical 
representation of the county and different skill 
sets, all remunerated for their time and expenses, 
1 member known to be disabled

• Led by a member of the council

Accessible Information survey
• Designed and executed by the steering group

Internal council
project team

Directory development
•  Designed and executed by the steering group
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15.2  Project structure and method
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The project aimed to include as many public authorities 
in Cheshire as possible.

In addition, to ensure that the focus of the project 
was driven by disabled people, a steering group 
was established comprising the following voluntary 
organisations which support disabled people:

• Cheshire Disabilities Federation

• CAB/Disability Information Centre 

• Dial House

• Disability Resource Exchange 

• Macclesfield Disability Information Bureau

• Vale Royal Disability Services.

These organisations were paid for their input  
into the project.

Additionally, disabled residents were invited to meetings 
and events during the course of the project and 
provided valuable ongoing guidance and feedback.

The lead agency for the project was Cheshire County 
Council, reflecting the fact that the council viewed 
the project as an integral part of developments to its 
Disability Equality Scheme. 

Project development was led by the steering group  
on an evolutionary basis.
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16.1 Stakeholders

The stakeholder research evaluation in Cheshire 
focused on assessing the process involved in the 
development of the fully integrated directory from  
the perspective of:

• The internal council project team

• The steering group

• Other public authorities 

• Other external stakeholders.

A further focus of interest at the outset of the project 
was on the borough and district versus county council 
structure of Cheshire and the challenges involved 
in producing a fully integrated directory within this 
structure. However, as local government reorganisation 
took place in the area5 during the course of the project, 
this line of inquiry became less of a focus as the  
project progressed. 

16.2 Residents

The resident element of the Cheshire project was 
designed to assess:

• Individuals’ experiences of current information 
provision across the county, with a focus on:

 – local information directories

 –  awareness and experiences of information 
provision by borough and district councils

• Residents’ expectations of a fully integrated directory. 

5  This meant that the existing two-tier structure of local government 
(district/borough and county councils) in Cheshire was changed to 
create a unitary authority to deliver all services.

16.  The research evaluation project in Cheshire
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17.  The research method and sample

17.1 Stakeholders

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Familiarisation with the history and progress of  
the project to date 

1 x depth interview with the project lead  August 2007

Experiences of the ongoing evolution of  
the project     

Observation of the Action Learning Network    

Informal discussions with range of 
participants at Action Learning Network

October 2007

Experiences of the set up of the steering group    

Aids/barriers to production of accessible information    

Views on indicators of success 

1 x group discussion among regular 
members of the steering group  
(6 participants)     

1 x telephone interview with external 
consultant  

October 2007

Assessment of the planning/design/ implementation  
of the project against the 5 principles    

Exploration of the development of relationships 
between council and public partners    

Views on indicators of success

4 x depth interviews among public 
authorities/borough and district council 

October 2007 – 
January 2008

Observation of project evolution Observation of steering group meeting January 2008



6 Cheshire  77

A full list of the organisations interviewed at each stage 
in the project is included in the Technical Appendix.

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Views on how project has progressed     1 x group discussion among regular 
members of the steering group, some of 
whom who had already been interviewed 
earlier in the research evaluation  
(6 participants)

January 2008

Assessment of the views of uninvolved external 
stakeholders 

3 x depth interviews among uninvolved 
external stakeholders

January 2008

Post mortem with key members of the internal 
council project team

1 x paired depth with internal council  
project team members   

March 2008

Recruitment was conducted using contacts provided 
by the internal project team and through separate 
organisational searches.

There had been an original intention to interview a 
broader range of partner public bodies (for example  
the PCT and other borough and district councils) and 
other external stakeholders in the research but this 
was not done because of the issues around local 
government reorganisation.
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17.2 Residents 

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Experiences of local information 
provision and internet provision  
on local services/ individual  
local initiatives  

Mystery shop exercise among 18 people, 3 per borough, 
including men and women:  

With a range of different barriers to access/impairments 
(including physical/mobility and sensory impairments, 
mental health and long-term health conditions and  
learning disabilities)  

With different information needs   

Of different ages (16+)/life stages   

With disabled child(ren)   

Living in urban/rural locations   

Using different public services to different extents

October 2007 – 
January/February 
2008

Experiences of the mystery  
shop exercise     

Views on indicators of success

6 x 1 hour trio sessions (3 people) among the same 
residents who had taken part in the mystery shop  
exercise: 1 trio per borough

January/February 
2008 
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Recruitment of the resident sample was conducted 
using a range of methods, including door knocking, 
advertising in local venues and the local press, and 
networking within communities.

All residents were remunerated for their expertise 
and input into the research and residents were paid 
expenses if appropriate. 

Carers/personal assistants were also invited to attend 
the research if this was felt to be appropriate by the 
resident in question. 
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18. Overview of learning from the Cheshire project

18.1  Current information provision

Consistent strengths of information provision identified 
by stakeholders and residents across Cheshire’s 
boroughs and districts emerged as:

• Good customer service and generally good 
awareness of disability issues among staff  
across the council, voluntary sector and public  
sector bodies 

• Availability of information through a range  
of channels, including face to face, print,  
telephone and internet

• Strong sense of local identity, which meant that 
disabled people felt comfortable seeking out 
information at locations such as local town halls, 
libraries, GPs’ surgeries and voluntary organisations

• Good use of information distribution channels, 
including doctors’ waiting rooms, libraries, buses, 
town halls and social workers

• Generally good signposting from one information 
source to another

• Existence of high profile local directories which 
disabled people were aware of and using. 

Consistent weaknesses of current information provision 
to emerge included:

• Lack of awareness of overall availability of 
information

• Lack of availability of tailored printed information 
provided following face to face enquiries

• Lack of availability of/easy access to alternative 
formats.  
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 “We probably looked at the principles in January 
or February last year and have never referenced 
them since. If I had tried to reinforce these 
principles among these organisations I would have 
been chucked out of the building because they are 
experts – it is about us as public authorities using 
the principles”

(Council staff)

Cheshire’s experience, therefore, highlights the fact 
that the role of the principles could be perceived as 
providing expertise on how to go about the process of 
implementing accessible information, rather than as a 
way of facilitating steering groups to guide and monitor 
councils’ accessible information provision.  

In addition, Cheshire was also focusing on a very 
particular aspect of a project – the development of a 
directory – which made some of the principles less 
relevant than if the team had been conducting a 
strategic review, as Surrey had.  

External stakeholders, especially public authorities, 
who were relatively new to the topic were most likely  
to endorse the five principles and feel that they were  
a useful aid in their current form.

18.2   Relevance and usefulness of the 
principles to the project

At an overall level the internal council project team 
endorsed the five principles as correct and sensible.

“You’ve got to buy into those principles if you are 
working in this environment”

(Council staff)

However, they did not use them extensively because 
they felt that the principles covered what anyone 
working in the area of accessible information would do 
or know anyway, and that they were relatively high level 
and lacking in detail for the purposes of the team. 

This also led to the internal council team not feeling 
comfortable about overtly flagging the principles to 
the steering group in their current form. Specifically, 
they felt that the steering group was able to offer more 
expertise than the principles gave and were worried 
that talking about the principles might seem naïve and/
or insulting to steering group members. 
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Principle one: ‘ensure that disabled people are 
involved from the start’ 

Directly involve disabled people right from the start

As mentioned above, the steering group itself did not 
have a high representation of people who were known 
to be disabled.

The steering group also recognised that more could 
have been done to consult a more representative range 
of disabled people, given more time and resources. For 
example, they thought that the steering group could 
have done more in the accessible information survey 
to move out of the ‘comfort zone’ of people who are 
normally consulted and go to a wider audience.

They also acknowledged that a richer response could 
have been elicited if more qualitative approaches had 
been employed, especially among groups which the 
council finds hardest to engage.

Allow enough time to involve disabled people fully  

The steering group felt that the accessible information 
survey would have been conducted more successfully 
if more time had been allowed and project deadlines 
had not been as tight.

It was also apparent that the team had found some of 
the principles more difficult to implement than others. 

While most were successfully implemented, principle 
one specifically raised the issue of the extent to 
which disabled people need to be directly involved or 
whether it is possible for representatives to marshal 
involvement. 

Only one person who was known to be disabled  
was involved in the steering group. The steering 
group, however, believed that a relatively wide range 
of disabled people were represented overall due to 
the fact that group members consulted with their own 
organisations outside of the boundaries of the steering 
groups, which then influenced their own input. 

Another key area that Cheshire struggled with was 
achieving senior manager buy-in to the project due 
to the local government reorganisation that was 
happening at the same time as the project.
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Principle two: ‘provide information through a  
range of channels and formats’

Consider your audiences’ access requirements

This was done via the accessible information survey 
and the preference for a focus on printed information 
was acted on.

Consider using a range of channels and  
formats for information

The intention was for the directory to be available online 
as well as on paper and in a number of accessible 
formats. However, there was debate about the policy 
for provision of the directory in Braille given the cost 
involved. Individual stakeholders had agreed to commit 
to produce specified numbers of copies in this format.    

In addition the aim was for customer service staff 
to use the online directory as a tool to help direct 
residents to the right information and, if relevant,  
to print off items of tailored information.

Involve disabled people with a range of 
impairments and other characteristics to get a 
clear idea of their needs

The team generally felt that this had been done  
mainly through engagement via the accessible 
information survey rather than direct involvement  
on the steering group.

Young people had not initially been included in the 
accessible information survey but this had been 
compensated for by a member of the internal council 
project team going to a local college and conducting 
qualitative interviews among this group.

Black and minority ethnic communities had not been 
involved due to low numbers in the county and lack of 
effective involvement processes in place.

Act on the outcomes of involving disabled people

Steering group members felt that their decisions  
had been acted on throughout the project and that  
the internal council project team had worked as 
‘effective facilitators’.
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Involve users and test your materials to ensure 
they meet their needs

The original intention had been to test the directory 
before it went to publication. 

However, in the event, there was not enough time to 
do this and so the team decided to test the directory 
following publication and to feed any findings into its 
ongoing development.     

Principle four: ‘clearly signpost other services’ 

Provide advice on where to go for  
other information

Develop your links with the voluntary sector

Use all opportunities to signpost and link to  
other information 

The project team felt that this principle was at the 
centre of the Cheshire project and that the end result 
for residents was better signposting. 

Additionally, they thought that the experience of going 
through the process had encouraged the development 
of better partnership working, which had benefited  
key stakeholders. 

Ensure your information is clear

Keep your messages simple and avoid  
using jargon 

This was done via a focus on Easy Read within  
the directory.

Principle three: ‘make sure information  
meets users’ needs’ 

Clearly identify your key audiences and their needs

This was done within the accessible information survey 
which Cheshire had run specifically to provide data 
to help clarify understanding of residents’ information 
content and channel needs. 

Consider structuring information by topic, around 
life event or by target group

Clearly label information so it is easy to find

The team decided, on the basis of the hierarchy of 
information needs identified within the accessible 
information survey, to structure information as an A-Z  
of services across boroughs and, within this,  
to highlight when boroughs offered individual services.
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Resources should be clearly identified  
and allocated

The allocation of specific resource to remunerate the 
steering group had clearly increased the commitment 
of, and resource allocated by, individual members of 
the group. 

Principle five: ‘always define responsibility  
for information provision’  

There needs to be a corporate commitment  
and accountability to improve information for 
disabled people

The team felt that the project had been hampered 
because it had not been prioritised by senior 
management.

This situation was further complicated, understandably, 
by the local government reorganisation which occurred 
during the course of the project. 

In addition, there were concerns about how the fully 
integrated directory project would be taken forward at 
the end of the ODI Accessible Information project and 
by whom.
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“It has highlighted the strengths of all of these 
organisations and this will be cascaded on to the 
powers that be”

(Council staff)

More practically the team thought that the project had 
highlighted areas of information provision that the 
county council needed to improve and has helped to 
embed the necessary systems and processes to make 
accessible information happen.

“It has highlighted some areas of practice within 
the county council that we need to get better 
at. It’s not through any intent but simply through 
ignorance of what is an accessible format…
for example, Ageing Well in Cheshire: the email 
will not be accessible for JAWS users – thinking 
about those kinds of issues beforehand will be 
worthwhile. Also inclusion of PDFs on websites 
and the fact they aren’t accessible – that kind of 
thing will have to be looked at”

(Council staff)

18.3 Overall project learning and outcomes

Although the Cheshire project could have directly 
involved more disabled people, the steering group 
felt that a key strength of the project had been the 
leadership and facilitation of the group by the council. 
This had helped to develop consensus within the group 
and provided a channel for feeding views back to the 
wider council.  

The team believed that the project had provided  
an opportunity to develop partnership working,  
as the directory had become a catalyst for making 
contact and creating or improving relationships.  
All parties agreed that stronger partnership working 
had resulted from the project. 

“It has helped us understand the expertise that 
already exists within Cheshire”

(Council staff) 

The team felt that in the longer term the project had 
given momentum to the issue of accessible information 
within the council. They hoped that this message would 
ultimately reach senior management.
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The accessible information survey had managed 
to engage users who had not previously had a 
relationship with the council. However, more could  
have been done to broaden the range of people 
engaged in this way. 

It should also be noted that the directory and the 
approach developed by the steering group was greeted 
positively by residents in the research evaluation, who 
felt that this would improve local information provision.
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19. Current information provision

19.1 Feedback from stakeholders

Council staff

Council staff tended to feel that any weaknesses  
in information provision for disabled people were  
to do with frustrations around finding and  
accessing information, rather than the quality  
of the information itself.

Staff talked about the current information approach 
being very paper-based, with a focus on leaflets. 
Recently these leaflets had been changed to A4 style 
newsletters, which meant they were easier to update 
regularly and locally.

Libraries were seen as an excellent channel  
for distributing information, although the team 
suspected that many disabled people were not  
aware of this resource.

Council staff stressed that information was not just 
important for residents but also for a range of different 
members of staff, whose job it is to inform residents 
across a range of different topics and areas.

Staff perceived the main access issues to be around 
low literacy levels and English as a second language.            

External stakeholders

External stakeholders felt that Cheshire council were 
‘trying but could do better’ in terms of information 
provision to disabled people.

They thought that information from Cheshire  
council relied very heavily on the written word,  
which they believed many disabled people find  
difficult and overwhelming, especially people with 
learning disabilities.

External stakeholders reported many cases  
of residents coming to them having tried to  
go through the council and failing to find the  
information they required.
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Stakeholders perceived email as being used more 
and more as a channel by a specific group of younger 
residents. However, they felt that this raises issues 
around facilitating communication between parties 
about enquiries and ensuring that they are followed  
up by telephone or face to face contact.  

They felt that this was particularly true for residents 
using the telephone as a channel: specifically they 
talked about receiving lots of reports from residents 
being ‘passed around’ and no one taking responsibility 
at the council.

External stakeholders typically saw themselves to be 
the hub of their own information provision and, within 
this, perceived the council to be one facilitator rather 
than the main provider in its own right.

Hence external stakeholders judged information 
provision from the council on how quickly, efficiently 
and directly resident enquiries are answered or the 
extent to which individuals are signposted to relevant 
alternative information providers. 

Against this context, stakeholders felt that information 
provision in Cheshire was reasonably good in terms 
of partnership working, for example between schools, 
libraries, GPs, professionals such as social workers, 
the county council contact telephone centre and the 
county council Children’s Information Service.
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INFORM

The research indicated generally positive feelings  
about and experiences of borough and district 
information provision. 

Borough and county council staff 

Residents consistently praised council staff as being 
friendly, approachable and eager to help.

Residents often reported good customer service from 
council staff, especially those in borough town halls and 
manning borough and county telephone help lines.

They frequently gave examples of council staff 
successfully signposting residents on to other 
information sources, if they were not able to provide  
it themselves.

“I got the number for Student Loans from the  
town hall – they warned me it would take ages  
to get through”

(Macclesfield, 50+, cancer survivor)

19.2 Feedback from residents

The resident feedback from the mystery shop exercise 
is discussed in the remainder of this section.

The feedback has been structured under the headings 
ENGAGE & INVOLVE, INFORM and EMBED and, 
within this, under the key topics that emerged.

In addition specific feedback relating to different 
resident groups has been highlighted separately at  
the end of the section.  

ENGAGE & INVOLVE

Borough and district structure

There was evidence from the research that a borough 
and district structure of this kind seemed to provide 
residents with a greater sense of belonging and gave 
them more confidence to seek face to face advice from 
the individual borough council town halls than was 
evident in other single tier county structures.

These local community hubs provided a successful 
means of engaging with disabled residents. 
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“I wanted to find out about the times and dates  
of exercise classes for disabled people and no  
one knew”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 50+, physical impairment)

Health and community professionals

Several of the residents reported having successfully 
got relevant information from their GP.

“I went to the doctors to ask about relaxation self-
help health groups – there was a poster in the 
doctor’s about it”

(Macclesfield, 50+, cancer survivor) 

Having said this, several residents complained 
that although they had received good face to face 
information from their GP, they had expected to be 
given a leaflet or print off to take away and that this  
did not happen.

“The Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Services…I researched this through the doctor  
but I didn’t find it very informative, just very basic.  
I wanted a help line number or a fact sheet to  
take away”

(Chester, 30+, parent of disabled child)

Additionally, residents recounted instances in which 
they had been successfully signposted on to the right 
department within the council if they had initially made 
contact with the wrong one.

This was true for signposting between borough  
and county councils, as well as for departments  
within councils.

Council staff in other public services

Resident experiences of staff working in other council-
run public services were more mixed. 

“The great thing about going to the local swimming 
pool is that the staff … have all the answers to 
your questions about facilities and things like that”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)

“I went down to the local leisure centre to ask 
about accessibility. I was shown around the 
changing rooms and was given leaflets. They give 
you a parking space near the building too…there 
are fire doors which means that’s a bit difficult and 
they could have been more helpful at holding the 
doors open”

(Congleton, 40+, physical impairment)
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Awareness and navigation of the public  
services available

Many residents felt they either knew about local  
public services available through informal and  
formal channels or that they would be able to  
find out about them if they wanted to.

However, residents were less sure about how they 
might access services across Cheshire.

“I had heard about respite care over Easter at the 
Royal School for the Deaf but I’ve never seen any 
information about it. I looked on the internet and 
didn’t find it so I emailed the school and eventually 
got a reply”

(Macclesfield, 40+, parent of disabled child)

Directories

Some residents claimed their first port of call to  
find out about specific public services would be 
directory enquiries.

Some were using the local telephone directory and, 
within this, the page providing telephone numbers for 
the individual departments within the county council, 
as well as individual borough and district councils. 

Local voluntary sector staff

Residents frequently praised local voluntary  
sector staff.

“I get face to face advice about benefits from an 
organisation called Cheshire Welfare Rights – they 
helped me go to appeal”

(Chester, 30+, visual impairment)

“I had an interview at the volunteer bureau; they 
gave me a taped version of the interview form”

(Chester, 30+, visual impairment)

“Dial House gives lots of information on benefits 
and leisure facilities”

(Chester, 60+, long-term health condition) 

Awareness of where to find information 

There were several examples given of local promotion 
of specific services in appropriate locations, such as 
information on bus passes for disabled people being 
advertised on buses.
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There was a strong emotional preference among  
many residents for face to face information, especially 
for more complex and/or personal issues.

This tended to be true regardless of the nature of 
impairment and even among the many residents  
who were willing and able to access the internet  
or use the telephone.

“I prefer to call in to get information – one question 
leads to another”

(Congleton, 40+, physical impairment)  

“If I can get there, I’d much rather speak to a 
person. They do some of the thinking for you.  
Also it costs less than a making a call”

(Congleton, 50+, mental health condition)

“I need people and information I can trust. I like 
to go to the town hall and talk to people there. 
Word of mouth is the best way of finding out about 
information”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 20+, learning disability)

“I wanted to change the registration for a private 
number plate for a car. It is very confusing and I 
drove to Chester to sort it out over the counter”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 50+, physical impairment)

Residents were often positive about this.

There were also a couple of examples of residents 
using internet-based directories. These people liked  
the fact that they could be used quickly and efficiently 
to meet very tailored information needs.      

“I like the searchability of yell.com because you 
have a choice of search terms, for example the 
name of the organisation, how far you want to 
travel, the category of service and so on”

(Ellesmere Port, 50+, long-term health condition)

Many residents were also aware of, and using,  
the A-Z of council services on the website.

Residents using the printed borough directories 
consistently praised them.

Some residents were also positive about directories 
produced by local voluntary groups.

Face to face provision of information  

Many residents were using face to face channels,  
most notably town hall council staff, libraries/
CAB, voluntary sector staff, health and community 
professionals and staff within schools.
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Residents tended to praise the physical environments 
as providing a non-threatening atmosphere with lots of 
leaflets on offer.

Additionally, residents typically felt that the customer 
service had a number of key strengths, including:

• Friendly, approachable staff who were often 
personally known

• Helpful staff attitude, even if they were unable to 
provide direct answers

• Good signposting on to other information providers. 

Library service 

Residents tended to be positive about the services  
at the libraries in Cheshire.

Specific positive aspects included:

• Attitude/knowledge of staff

• Provision of access to, and support on, the internet

• Opening hours that meet residents’ needs.

“Anything I don’t understand she [member of 
council staff] explains more clearly to me”

(Chester, 30+, visual impairment)

Town halls

Many residents were going to their local town hall to 
access face to face information.

Experiences at borough town halls were generally 
extremely positive.

“I went to the town hall to get a bus pass. I took a 
photo in and they issued it there and then. They 
are one of the few councils that will do it over the 
counter”

(Ellesmere Port, 60+, hearing impairment)

“I use the town hall, which is new. I find them really 
helpful there”

(Congleton, 20+, mental health condition) 

“I went to the town hall and they have a very good 
reception with every type of leaflet you can think 
of. They have internet access too…the town hall is 
the best place to start, failing that the internet”

(Macclesfield, 50+, long term health condition)
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Printed information

Many residents were also making use, and were 
appreciative, of printed materials.

Residents felt that printed materials relating to  
transport in Cheshire were particularly good.

“Information on transport in Cheshire is  
really good – it’s easy to find the timetables  
for each area”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 20+, learning disability)

There was a high level of demand for ‘mediated’  
printed material, namely staff printing off answers  
to specific information requests from a website.

However, residents often complained that either 
information of this kind was not available at all or that 
the quality of the printed material was not very good.

“I went to the council offices to get a list of leisure 
activities and they printed a list off for me but it was 
so poor it wasn’t obvious what each group did”

(Congleton, 50+, mental health condition)

 

“I did a course with learndirect in the library and 
got a volunteer position helping people with the 
computer through my tutor”

(Congleton, 20+, cerebral palsy)

“I went to the library to use their broadband. I 
found the number through yell.com. I was pleased 
to find they had late night opening Tuesday and 
Thursday”

(Ellesmere Port, 50+, long-term health condition)

“I found out about internet classes, I also picked 
up a bus timetable there. Everyone I spoke to was 
very very helpful and nice”

(Chester, 60+, long-term health condition)

Schools

Parents of disabled children praised schools for 
disabled children in Cheshire for proactively providing 
support and information.

“I was sent a leaflet through the post about  
a respite centre. I didn’t ask for it, I’m obviously on 
the mailing list. I expect the school sent  
my details”

(Macclesfield, 40+, parent of disabled child)   



6 Cheshire  96

There were several positive examples of residents 
either being helped to access the internet themselves 
and/or of staff accessing information for them.

Examples of places where this was successfully 
happening included town halls, leisure centres, 
libraries, learndirect and local voluntary organisations.

Residents reported mixed experiences of personally 
using websites in Cheshire. 

Some residents were confident with and happy  
to use the websites.

Others claimed to find it difficult to find the  
information they wanted and/or to access the 
information once found.

“I wanted some large items removed from 
my garden. I went on the website, which was 
hopeless. Eventually, I phoned instead. I thought 
the information would be online but it wasn’t”

(Chester, 30+, parent of disabled child)

Online provision of information

Residents’ feelings about websites as an  
information channel were very varied. Some  
were extremely positive.

“If you are at home, there’s too much noise, so it’s 
much easier to do it on the computer”

(Macclesfield, 40+, parent of disabled child)

“I go online before I go on the phone these days – 
for one thing it’s cheaper and you have information 
to hand so you can think about it”

(Chester, 30+, parent of disabled child)

“I find the web easier than paper because I have 
limited mobility in my hands”

(Vale Royal, 50+, physical impairment)

Others dismissed the website as a channel outright.

“It is assumed that everyone has access to and 
wants to use the internet and that is not the case”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 20+, learning disability)

“Those web pages are usually complicated 
because they have bits that say ‘click here’, so I 
don’t really deal with the web. It is too complicated”

(Vale Royal, 60+, visual impairment)
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Text

There were some requests for greater use of  
mobile phone texting, especially from people  
with hearing impairments.

Telephone customer service 

Residents were consistently using both county  
and borough help lines.

There were some indications that the borough help  
line was the first port of call for many.

“I can remember the local number off by heart!”
(Macclesfield, 50+, cancer survivor) 

Residents felt that the Cheshire council help lines 
were generally good and compare well with other 
public sector help lines, such as central government 
departments, blue badge applications and DVLA.

“I reapplied for a blue badge…I mainly dealt with 
them over the telephone and it took ages – there 
were lots of problems with the paperwork and 
whole bureaucracy of it. I know lots of others who 
have found this too”

(Congleton, 40+, physical impairment) 

“I tried to find information about the disposal of 
batteries on the website and it was impossible –  
it was really confused and the enlarge section  
was not that effective or obvious. Eventually I 
spoke to someone on the telephone who said  
put it in the bin!”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)

Some residents have had positive experiences of using 
borough websites to find out specific details about very 
local public services.

“I went onto the borough website and came across 
‘Care & Repair’. I thought the website was very 
good and I called about that service”

(Congleton, 50+, long-term health condition)

“I went on the web to find out about local support 
groups to help me stop smoking”

(Ellesmere Port, 50+, long-term health condition)

 “Swimming lessons were on the website…easy to 
find and well laid out”

(Chester, 30+, parent of disabled child)
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“They couldn’t print me out a large print version of 
the timetable when I went to the swimming pool”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)

“I went on the website and couldn’t work out how 
to enlarge the print”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)   

People with hearing impairments complained about the 
increasing focus on the telephone as a communication 
channel, with several people with profound hearing 
loss claiming they would not communicate using the 
telephone at all and left it to carers/personal assistants.

“I went to the town hall to find out about night 
school. They gave me a telephone number and in 
the end my wife had to call”

(Ellesmere Port, 60+, hearing impairment)   

“I don’t know how I’d manage without my wife, 
unless it is someone I know and I have their 
mobile and I can text them”

(Ellesmere Port, 60+, hearing impairment)  

“The number for blue badge applications changed 
and I couldn’t find it”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 50+, physical impairment)

Additionally, residents thought that the local help lines 
compare well with private sector help lines in term of 
speed of getting through, friendliness, knowledge and 
not being passed around.

A specific criticism of local help lines that did emerge, 
however, was that some residents had been given a 
single contact name and then found that person was 
not available for some reason, for example, because 
they had moved on or only worked part time.  

Alternative formats

Several examples were given by residents of  
occasions when they had been proactively  
offered alternative formats.   

However, residents sometimes talked about  
not finding it easy to access large print versions  
of information.



6 Cheshire  99

Residents with learning disabilities were very  
positive about the extent and quality of face to  
face information they had access to in Cheshire  
but reported that they were not always able to get  
hold of accessible written information.

EMBED

Single point of responsibility

There were no examples in the mystery shop of 
residents who had simply not been able to find the 
information they required.

Generally, the feedback indicated that residents felt  
that they were aided in their search for information 
through the information provision infrastructure that 
existed within the county.

However, there was recognition that a more 
comprehensive directory of services across Cheshire 
would be of value, not only as an aid to navigation of 
services but also as a means of raising awareness of 
the full breadth of services in the first place.        
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20.  The Cheshire project: stakeholders

20.1   Experiences and views of the internal 
council project team

Creation of the steering group

A steering group was assembled by the project 
lead from Cheshire County Council to guide the 
development of the fully integrated directory. 

The steering group comprised representation of six 
voluntary organisations representing disabled people, 
located in each of the six boroughs within the county.

The organisations were also chosen on the basis of 
other strengths not always present within the council 
which would be relevant and useful to the project, for 
example, expertise in:

• Different access needs

• Adaptive technology, including software which 
activates text into voice (JAWS)

• Information production

• One to one benefits advice.

Representation of disabled people on the  
steering group

Only one of the members of the steering group was 
known to be disabled but other disabled people from 
within the individual organisations were involved in 
meetings during the course of the project.    

The council team felt that the steering group  
provided generally good representation of the audience 
of disabled people, although they acknowledged there 
was a gap relating to information provision on learning 
disabilities and children’s issues and services.

Remuneration of the steering group

The organisations were paid for being on the  
steering group, however, this did not necessarily  
totally resolve issues around resource, as the 
representatives at the respective organisations  
were generally unpaid volunteers and so did not 
receive the money themselves.  



6 Cheshire  101

• Identify the preferred method of contacting 
organisations

• Identify the preferred method of searching  
through an information directory

• Determine whether or not the individual would  
need help to use an information directory

• Gather statistics on the prevalence of different  
types of impairment 

• Gather statistics on residents’ ages

• Gather statistics on residents’ gender.

The steering group helped to devise the questions  
for the questionnaire. 

Initially the group found this hard to manage (‘design 
by committee’) and so a single member of the group 
with specific expertise in the area was asked to lead 
on questionnaire development before canvassing the 
views of other steering group members. 

The steering group helped to distribute the 
questionnaires using their contacts and user networks. 
The questionnaires were completed using both self-
completion and mediated methods.

Partnership working within the steering group

There was a focus on partnership working within 
the project and this was facilitated by the fact that 
several of the key personnel on the steering group 
had already worked together on Cheshire’s Disability 
Equality Scheme. The relationships between the 
different organisations were further enhanced by 
the development of combined training events which 
occurred in parallel with the project.    

Accessible information survey

An accessible information survey was conducted by  
the steering group at the beginning of the project to:

• Assess resident awareness of the range of services 
provided by public bodies in Cheshire

• Assess how useful an information directory  
of public services would be

• Identify the preferred format for an information 
directory

• Identify the preferred distribution channel  
for an information directory
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The results of the accessible information survey 
revealed a preference for the directory to be in a  
paper format, which the steering group endorsed.

Paper-based development of the fully  
integrated directory

Hence the development of the directory  
progressed with a focus on a paper version  
but with the recognition that there would also  
be an online variant. 

Scope of the information within the fully integrated 
directory

The internal council team felt strongly that the 
information in the directory should not be disability-
focused because assumptions should not be made 
about disabled people and their lives.

“I want the project not to make assumptions about 
what disabled people need to know because one 
of the risks is that disabled people always have 
their information filtered by others”

(Council staff)

 

Ensuring full representation of disabled people 
through the accessible information survey

The project team found that young people were under-
represented in the survey and so a member of the 
internal council project team went to conduct some 
qualitative face to face interviews with young people 
aged 11-late 20s at a performing arts and sports 
academy centre. The results of this exercise indicated 
the need for a different approach to the directory in 
terms of content and distribution for young people.

“We found that they wanted to know about totally 
different things – transport, swimming pool 
opening times…they find out things at school and 
are IT aware…they are very keen on Makaton…we 
realised that a directory for young people would 
need to be specifically tailored to their needs”

(Council staff)

Black and minority ethnic communities are  
not widely represented in Cheshire and they  
were not specifically targeted in the survey.  
The county council reported consistent difficulty  
in engaging this group.   
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• Provided very different levels of detail about 
individual services. 

“We need to think about what the person out 
there uses as the term, for example, podiatrist or 
chiropody. There’s no point in having a document  
if people can’t find their way around it“
 (Council staff)

“We are going to have to consolidate the language 
people have used, for example, job vacancies and 
employment”
 (Council staff)

“’Advice’ means all things to all people”
 (Council staff) 

“The amount of information provided varied greatly 
– not everyone has put in the same amount. This 
reflects their local identities”
 (Council staff) 

Consequently, the council had to redefine the task in  
a much more precise fashion and provide a template  
of a correctly completed A-Z to serve as an example 
for individual public authorities to follow in terms of  
the scope and level of detail of their response.

“We talk about a directory that is accessible – we 
don’t mention the word disability. The way it is 
presented and provided is the point of difference”

(Council staff)

Collection of information from the different public 
authority organisations

The project team initially simply asked public authority 
organisations to provide information on the services 
they offer to disabled people in Cheshire by entering 
them onto an A-Z form.

However, individual public service organisations’ 
interpretations of this request varied in terms of  
which services they felt were relevant to include. 
This meant that while some organisations listed only 
services directly relevant to disabled people, others 
listed services relevant to anyone whether or not they 
are disabled.

The results from this exercise also proved challenging 
for a number of other reasons, as different bodies:

• Called individual public services different things 

• Entered very different numbers of services
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As was the case throughout the project, the steering 
group took the lead – backed by both their experience 
of similar exercises in the past and the results of the 
accessible information survey.

The team decided to structure the directory as an A-Z 
of services, with a secondary indication of the area(s) 
in which the service was available, namely across 
Cheshire and/or by individual borough and district.

User testing of the fully integrated directory prior to 
going to print

The project team recognised that the directory would 
ideally be user-tested before going to print. 

The intention was for each of the voluntary 
organisations on the steering group to test the directory 
among two other organisations they were involved with.

In addition, the county council wanted to show the 
directory to their call centre and to their own user-
led groups, including those focusing on day services, 
people with learning disabilities, people with mental 
health conditions and people with physical and sensory 
impairments.

“We thought it was self-explanatory but we had to 
revisit the instructions and say that we wanted all 
services to be included and that we only want a 
headline description of each service”

(Council staff)  

Reference to other relevant and expert sources

The council also researched other relevant and expert 
sources to establish information preferences among 
residents, including:

• Looking at the council website to establish the pages 
which had the greatest number of hits – this was 
found to be in the area of employment

• Consulting with library services to establish how 
information is sourced for inclusion in their directory of 
services and which information is most requested.  

Clustering of the information within the fully 
integrated directory

Once the information had been gathered and individual 
entries collated, the project team focused on how best 
to cluster the information.
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Accessibility of the fully integrated directory

The intention was to print the directory in an A5 format, 
in size 14 font, in Easy Read and with a maximum of 
100 pages.

Alternative formats, such as audio, were to be available 
on request but the team wanted the focus to be on 
making the directory as accessible as possible and 
avoid the need to produce alternative formats. 

The team debated the cost effectiveness of making 
the directory available in Braille and, if this was done, 
how this would be best managed. It was finally agreed 
that each organisation would produce a small number 
based on demand for Braille to date. 

The team agreed that matt paper that does not bleed 
should be used, as it allows people to make notes on 
the directory, for example, the name of the person they 
spoke to.

“It will be important that people can make notes – 
we know that is what they like to do”

(Council staff)

However, in the event, time restrictions rendered this 
impossible. The team then committed to testing the 
directory after completion in order that any learning 
derived from testing could be incorporated into the 
directory’s future development.  

Creation of awareness of the fully  
integrated directory  

There were concerns about how awareness of the 
directory would be generated, especially among staff 
working at the grass roots.

Ongoing ownership of the fully  
integrated directory

Some in the team also expressed concerns about who 
would take responsibility for maintaining and updating 
the directory on an ongoing basis. It was hoped that 
the public authorities would take ownership of it, as 
they were in the best position to provide representation 
of the whole of Cheshire and many of the services the 
directory promoted spanned the whole of the county.
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In addition, the logos of the different organisations were 
not to be included and the directory was not going to be 
separately branded.

Design

Two alternative covers for the directory were developed 
and the steering group decided on the one they felt was 
most appropriate – the cover chosen had slightly more 
colour definition and contrast than the other option.

Launch

The steering group intended that each voluntary 
organisation would run its own launch event and  
send out individual invites.    

Specific signposting role of the (paper-based) fully 
integrated directory

The team envisaged that a paper-based directory 
would have a focused signposting role, rather than 
including other information as well. 

They decided that signposting would be communicated 
by the inclusion of: 

• A front page providing key contact details  
of the main public authority 

• Individual entries comprising a headline  
plus contact details 

• Details of places that disabled people  
can actually visit. 

The team also felt it would be important to highlight the 
availability of computer training. 

Cost effectiveness 

In terms of the production of the directory, cost was 
a key consideration so the team decided to print it in 
black and white with a colour cover.



6 Cheshire  107

Working in partnership

The steering group was extremely positive about the 
project from the perspective of it helping to develop 
relationships and facilitate partnership working between 
the county council and the voluntary sector. They were 
also positive about the opportunity it had provided them 
as organisations to work together more closely.

“The project has bought lots of people  
together – it has been a catalyst for us as 
organisations coming together and working 
together more closely”

(Steering group member) 

“It’s a good opportunity to meet regularly  
and network”

(Steering group member)

“We worked collaboratively beforehand but this 
has provided us with a focal point. It has raised 
the whole issue of accessibility and made us think 
more comprehensively and in more depth”

(Steering group member)

20.2   Experiences and views of the  
steering group

Representation of disabled people on and  
via the steering group

There was only one member of the Cheshire steering 
group who was known to be disabled.  

However, individual members were considered to 
have consulted effectively with disabled users of their 
organisations and, in addition, disabled users were 
invited by members of the steering group to specific 
events, such as the Action Learning Network.

Members of the steering group felt their organisations 
provided fairly good representation of impairment types, 
although they felt that a possible gap was people with 
learning disabilities and young people.

They also felt that good representation of  
different geographical areas across the county  
had been provided.
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The accessible information survey

Steering group members thought that their 
implementation of Cheshire’s accessible information 
survey had provided a good focus for the group and 
they felt that they had provided valuable input in terms 
of making the questions accessible.

“The language in the questionnaire was 
straightforward: we dictated that”

 (Steering group member)

The steering group used their organisations’ networks 
and databases to help distribute and administer the 
questionnaire.

Some members, though, felt that the response rate and 
the degree to which the survey represented all disabled 
people was not as good as it could have been. 

They tended to blame this on lack of time and the fact 
that the survey was conducted during the summer. 

However, in retrospect, group members also believed 
that they could have been more proactive to reach a 
broader base of disabled people. 

Leadership of the steering group

The leadership of the steering group was praised as 
being adept at directing and facilitating partnership 
working of this kind.

“The lead is a really strong point of the  
whole thing”

(Steering group member)

 Feeling listened to and valued

Group members felt they had been integrally involved in 
the project, driven decisions and contributed positively 
to the outcome.

“The involvement of people like us at ground level 
finding out people’s views means it [the process] 
has been real people-up”

(Steering group member)

Remuneration

Steering group members felt that the fact they were 
remunerated for their time and expenses significantly 
added to their sense of being respected and valued.
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Development of the fully integrated directory

Some members of the steering group were not positive 
about a web-based directory and the results of the 
accessible information survey, indicating a resident 
preference for a paper directory, confirmed these 
views. This led the steering group to focus on how 
to develop a paper-based directory (although it was 
acknowledged that the directory would be available 
online as well).  

User testing of the fully integrated directory

The steering group were intending to test the directory 
using their own and associated organisations.

“Would it be feasible to get them to come into the 
local services? Or maybe we need to go out to 
them…We could test it with our volunteers who are 
also users, also people sitting around waiting for 
appointments. We could go to Shopmobility and 
the learning centres: give them a template and get 
them to flick through and give us feedback on how 
user-friendly and useful they are”

(Steering group member)

“We could have been more inventive with our 
methods of reaching people. We just used 
our immediate contact list, the people we felt 
comfortable with, the people that we thought we 
would get a reply from, so we ended up hitting 
older people rather than a wider audience”

(Steering group member)

They also thought that a self-completion quantitative 
questionnaire was not enough on its own and that a 
mix of approaches, including mediated questionnaires 
and face to face qualitative interviews, would have 
generated more representative and in-depth feedback.

“If we did it again we would use a mix of the 
questionnaire and face to face depths or groups. 
We just left most of the questionnaires for people 
to fill in. I left some at Shopmobility and went back 
two weeks later but no one had filled one in. I 
stayed there two hours and got some done but 
that is two hours of my time – it’s a compromise”

(Steering group member)
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Role of the fully integrated directory

Steering group members were also hopeful that the 
directory would raise awareness of services and 
increase uptake.

Taking the project forward  

The group felt that the project will have served to 
encourage more positive and ongoing working 
relationships between the council and voluntary 
organisations, as well as between the voluntary 
organisations themselves.

They were also positive about their role going  
forward, especially in light of the recent local 
government reorganisation.

“There’s nothing worse for the public than not 
knowing where to access information. We will be 
the point of continuity and this will be reassuring”

(Steering group member)

Output of the project

The steering group felt that an additional outcome  
of the project would be to embed a culture of ‘testing’ 
information with disabled people before publishing it. 
There was a lot of frustration that this did not happen 
at the moment, although group members perceived the 
key barrier to doing this as being time constraints.
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Collection of the information on services

Several partners reported that the task of pulling 
together information on the services offered had  
been more difficult than they had anticipated.

“It’s been a challenge pulling together all the 
contact details for the various services we  
offer, but very worthwhile. Signposting is just 
common sense but it is good to have these  
things underlined”

(Stakeholder)   

“I think the only solution to the lack of data from 
two of the borough councils will be to go onto their 
website and copy the contact details for services. 
But there will be lots of problems with this – we 
can’t assume the data will be accurate, we’ve had 
to check a lot of our data”

(Stakeholder)   

Paper-based format

Several public authorities expressed concern about 
the practicality of a paper-based directory in relation to 
signposting, as they thought that this could overwhelm 
residents with information.

20.3   Experiences and views of public 
authorities

Value of the project

Some public authorities felt that disability equality 
issues were a relatively new area and, against this 
context, felt that their involvement in the project per  
se had provided particularly valuable learning.

“I don’t believe disability equality issues are  
taken particularly seriously currently. The benefits 
we have got from the project are an insight into  
multi-agency working”

(Stakeholder) 

Taking the project forward

Public authorities were unclear – and expressed 
strong concerns – about who would have ongoing 
responsibility for promoting and updating the directory, 
how updating would be managed and who would fund 
it following completion of the project. 

“It will need to be well publicised and updated – 
this is a real risk for the project but currently the 
county seem to be taking responsibility for that”

(Stakeholder)
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20.4   Experiences and views of  
external stakeholders

Promotion and communication of the project

External stakeholders were generally aware of the 
project because it had been promoted by the project 
leader and/or because they had been asked to 
distribute questionnaires when the project team were 
conducting Cheshire’s accessible information survey.

Response rate to the accessible 
information survey

External stakeholders reported variable response 
rates to the survey. Some believed that the response 
rate would have been higher if the aim of the survey 
had been more clearly promoted and if, in the case of 
traditionally harder to engage groups, a more qualitative 
approach had been taken.

“I’m concerned about too much signposting. On 
the web you can reduce this by filtering services 
by postcode but that’s not going to be possible 
with paper. I think we’ll end up with a web-based 
directory and a small print run”

(Stakeholder)   
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• Through more tailored directories, by defined  
area/target group/voluntary group.

“Making it specific to a certain group simplifies 
some of the headings. A directory for disabled 
people would be more complicated because you 
couldn’t exclude schools and it would be very long, 
especially if it was going to be paper”

(Stakeholder)

External stakeholders were happy at the way the 
directory had been set up: having a clear link to the 
council but at the same time being separate from it.

“I think that’s the best of both worlds”
(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders also thought it would be critical for  
the directory to be heavily publicised and distributed 
where residents would expect it to be.

Some external stakeholders were very eager for  
there to be signposting between their services  
through a variety of channels and the new directory. 

However, they also felt that there would need to be 
proper face to face contact between organisations 
to ensure that individual entries in the directory were 
properly described and updated.

Response to the concept of a fully  
integrated directory

External stakeholders were positive about  
the concept of a fully integrated directory  
because they felt it would serve as a catalyst  
for partnership working and joining up information 
provision among providers.

Beyond this, they were less sure about the  
optimum manifestation of the directory.

They anticipated that a paper format would be 
requested by many disabled people, however,  
an online version was felt to be more practical  
in terms of updating and tailoring information  
delivery to the individual.

Some were concerned that a fully integrated paper 
directory might not be manageable in reality and  
that this information would be better delivered:

• Online

• By telephone customer service staff

• By staff printing off accessible pieces of information 
at face to face information points
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“We’d like our website to be better linked to  
other organisations but I think that you do  
need face to face communication to make sure 
that signposting is effective and to keep everyone 
up to date”

(Stakeholder)
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21. The Cheshire project: residents

At the time of the resident research, the fully integrated 
directory had not been developed. This section, 
therefore, only provides feedback on responses to the 
concept of a fully integrated directory and expectations 
relating to how it might be executed.

The concept

Many participants were positive about the idea of an 
accessible directory which provides information on all 
public authority services in Cheshire. 

“I would definitely use it, as you move along in 
your life, you don’t know what you are going to 
need to use next”

(Macclesfield, 50+, long-term health condition)

Some residents felt a directory would offer important 
benefits including:

• A comprehensive list of public services  
offered within Cheshire for those looking  
for specific services

• A means of residents informing themselves  
of services they were not aware even existed within 
the county.

However, residents did not necessarily spontaneously 
understand what the benefits of a fully integrated 
directory would be over and above a standard local 
telephone directory or an A-Z of council services.

Hence it would be critical that the benefits of  
such a directory are overtly publicised, communicated 
and promoted.  

There were also some concerns that it would be 
impossible to achieve a fully comprehensive directory 
of this kind and that, even if it was, it  
would be extremely difficult to keep up to date, 
especially if it was printed.

“How do they know they have got everything – 
they never do, do they?”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)  
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The scope of contents 

There was a lot of debate about the ideal scope  
of the contents of a fully integrated directory for 
disabled people.

Some residents, typically people who did not define 
themselves as disabled, expected all services to  
be covered in a fully integrated directory. Although  
they did recognise that this breadth of coverage would 
make the directory very large and mean that it would 
be much more appropriate for the directory to be 
delivered online.

Many residents, typically those who defined themselves 
as disabled, assumed that only services specifically 
for disabled people would be included, although the 
definition of what these were was felt to be potentially 
problematic. These residents tended to think that a 
more limited focus on public services for disabled 
people was more feasible if the directory was in  
printed format.

Some residents felt that the key benefit of putting this 
directory together would be in the production of a 
comprehensive database of public services that could 
be used to improve information provision generally, 
rather than in the production of a physical printed 
directory or website.

Specifically, they thought the database could be  
used to:

• Aid effective signposting of public services by 
customer service council staff, intermediaries and 
the voluntary sector

• Improve the content and signposting on existing 
specialist websites.

A key secondary benefit that residents identified was 
the focus the project had put on accessibility issues: 
it was felt this should be applied generally across all 
information provision in Cheshire.

“They should bring the website up to  
[an agreed] standard”

(Crewe and Nantwich, 60+, visual impairment)
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Settings/distribution channels

Residents felt it was critical that the directory  
was well promoted and distributed in a wide  
range of settings, through a wide range of  
distribution channels.

They also thought it would be useful for the directory 
to be mediated through health and community 
professionals and those in the voluntary sector,  
as well as through the contact centre.

They suggested that the directory should be mailed 
to certain key groups, such as people living in council 
accommodation, and that it should be possible to 
request it in different formats.

Format

Many residents, especially older people, claimed  
that they would prefer a paper-based directory.  
Typical reasons given for this included:

• Familiarity/habit

• (Perceived) ease/convenience

• Lack of access to and/or confidence with the internet.

Some residents wanted the focus of the directory to be 
on a specific borough, on the basis that most of their 
life was oriented around their borough. However, this 
raised issues around what this would mean for county 
services available in individual boroughs and also for 
services which were on the boundaries of boroughs.

“I’ve never been to Chester; Ellesmere  
Port is on the other side of the world as  
far as I’m concerned”

(Congleton, 20+, cerebral palsy)

“If you live on the borders you want some 
signposting to services in your neighbouring 
borough”

(Congleton, 40+, physical impairment)      

“No the local borough is more important than 
Cheshire-wide but you’d need to be able to  
cross reference too“

(Macclesfield, 40+, parent of disabled child) 
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• The size of the directory would not be an issue, 
therefore, it could cover the needs of a broader  
target group/wider scope of information

• It could be more easily updated

• It would be more cost efficient

• It would be more environmentally friendly

• It could be printed off in large print/provided  
in alternative formats.             

Alternative formats

Many residents wanted the directory to be made as 
accessible as possible so that alternative formats would 
not be needed.

Specifically, residents with visual impairments asked 
whether the directory would be available in Braille/large 
print or audio tape/CD. 

Generally residents felt that the availability of alternative 
formats should be well publicised on a print version and 
that accessibility should be a key consideration for the 
online version.   

However, they were also concerned that this could 
render the directory too big unless it was targeted  
in some way.

“It would cost an awful lot of money to print 
up a directory which has all the numbers for 
Macclesfield and the other places you have  
no interest in”

(Macclesfield, 50+, long-term health condition)     

Most felt that if the fully integrated directory were to be 
paper-based it would need to be targeted in some way, 
for example by:

• Range of services

• Borough/boroughs

• Target audience, like older disabled people.

Those residents who claimed they would prefer a  
paper version of the directory in theory also 
acknowledged that there would be significant 
advantages to an online-based directory, including:

• It would mean individual target groups could  
request tailored information
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Icons

Residents were interested in the use of icons to  
depict main headings and to highlight key pieces  
of information, like telephone numbers.

Design

Residents generally wanted colour to be used  
in the directory.

“The black and white one looks boring and as 
though it comes from the council”

(Congleton, 50+, mental heath difficulty)   

Size

An A5 size was preferred, as this was felt to be  
easiest to handle.

Structure

Residents consistently wanted the directory to be  
an A-Z, structured by main headings, such as  
‘Health’, ‘Leisure’, ‘Transport’ and ‘Benefits’ and,  
within this, sub-headings.

Some liked the use of colour coding to differentiate 
headings.

Images

Most residents did not want too many images to be 
included, as they thought these would detract from  
the directory content.

However, residents generally liked the inclusion of a 
small number of relevant images that convey the target 
groups in a positive light.

Some were also positive about the inclusion of visual 
depictions of key emotive issues, such as phoney 
tradesmen, that they felt needed bringing to the fore.
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Signposting

Residents anticipated that the directory would signpost 
users on to other local or national services.

Some felt that it would be acceptable to provide general 
switchboard numbers for individual services but only if 
the customer service staff on the other end were well 
trained and able to deal with enquiries properly.       

Magazine stories

There were very mixed responses to the inclusion  
of other types of information in the directory.  
Most residents felt that this would detract from  
the main purpose of the directory and so was  
not a necessary inclusion.

Individual entries

Residents expected that the directory would provide  
an explanatory headline detailing the service offered  
by a particular organisation. 

They thought it would be important that entries were 
properly researched to ensure that they were as 
precise and accurate as possible.

Most wanted clear points of contact, across a range 
of possible channels, provided at the end of each 
directory entry, including telephone number, web 
address and postal addresses.

“You need the ability to actually contact  
these people”

(Ellesmere Port, 50+, long-term health condition)
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22.  Suggested baseline measures should stakeholders wish  
to measure progress in future years 

22.1 Stakeholders

Indicators of the success of the project suggested  
by stakeholders included:

• Satisfaction with information provision using the 
results from the questionnaire as a baseline

• Uptake of services by disabled people

• Qualitative feedback about how disabled people 
experience information and whether barriers have 
been removed

• Change in council working practices to reflect the 
five principles (especially the first one)

• Involvement of the borough councils and a 
commitment from all council organisations to  
take accessible information seriously. 

22.2 Residents

Indicators of the success of the project suggested  
by residents included:

• Monitoring use of the directory by a ‘how you found 
out about us’ question for face to face/telephone/
online enquiries

• Increased awareness, uptake and knowledge of  
the services promoted in the directory

• Levels of requests for the directory in paper form/
other formats

• Emotional benefits, such as disabled people  
feeling included

• Range of settings/distribution channels where  
the directory is available.  
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23. The Croydon project

23.1 Project objectives

The terms of reference document for the Croydon 
project contained an overt recognition that the five 
principles would be at its core.

There were three strands to the Croydon project:

• Involving users in the development of a 
Communication Strategy for disabled people  
in Croydon

• Developing a brief and business case for a new 
Independent Living Centre website, including a 
virtual tour of the Aztec7 equipment display and 
demonstration centre

• Developing cross-partnership signposting  
information in a range of formats.

23.2 Project structure and method

The Croydon project team established a steering  
group to:

• Oversee the management of the Croydon Improving 
Information project

• Ensure value for money is achieved

• Monitor and evaluate the project to ensure the work 
is sustainable

• Ensure the ODI five principles are followed 
throughout the project.

The intention was that the core members of the steering 
group would provide representation of local voluntary 
organisations of disabled people of all ages and from 
local public sector health and social care organisations.

Representatives from social services were also 
members of the steering group and a project support 
worker was allocated to the project.

7 CROYDON

7  The Aztec Centre is a centre in Croydon where residents are able 
to view and purchase equipment for disabled people.
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The steering group’s view was that the precise 
manifestation of the cross- partnership signposting 
strand of the project should depend on the outcomes 
from the accessible information survey, the results 
of which were still not available at the end of the ODI 
project. A possibility also emerged during the course of 
the Croydon project that this element may also be met 
by a development of a pre-existing directory. 

The strand of the project focusing on involving users 
in the development of a Communication Strategy for 
disabled people in Croydon was dealt with separately 
from the steering group by the Head of Disabilities and 
Equalities within Croydon Council.    

Other external experts with specialist skills were invited 
to the steering group when appropriate during the 
course of the project.

The appointed Chair and Vice Chair of the steering 
group were both disabled themselves. 

The Chair and Vice Chair had delegated power to 
make decisions on aspects of the project where there 
was no consensus in the group.

The steering group met monthly.

The steering group reported to the ODI Improving 
Information Project steering group; the Joint 
Commissioning Group for Older People/Physical 
Disability/ Sensory Impairment; and the Partnerships 
for Physical Disability/Sensory Impairment, Older 
People, Learning Disabilities and Mental Health.

As illustrated in the diagram above, the actual role of 
the steering group was narrower than that defined in 
the original terms of reference document and was very 
much focused on the development of the Independent 
Living website brief. 
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24.2 Stakeholders

The specific focus of the research evaluation among 
stakeholders in Croydon was on assessing the  
process involved in working towards meeting the 
project objectives as experienced by:

• The internal council project team

• Steering group members from voluntary  
organisations (including regular, occasional,  
one off and non-attendees)

• Other voluntary organisations who were not  
involved in the steering group

• Public authorities.

24.1 Overview

The overall objectives of the research evaluation of  
the Croydon project were to:

• Assess:

 –  the level of involvement and engagement of 
disabled people throughout the project

 –  to what extent the five principles had been  
applied when planning, setting up and 
implementing the project

 –  whether disabled people themselves perceived 
they would have better access to information and 
be better informed/supported than before and 
whether they perceived that barriers to access  
had been/would be altered or removed

• Suggest baseline indicators should stakeholders 
wish to measure progress in future years.

24.  The research evaluation in Croydon 
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24.3 Residents

 The resident element of the Croydon research 
evaluation was designed to assess:

• Individuals’ experiences of current information 
provision across the county with a focus on:

 –  online information

 –  awareness and experiences of specific local 
services, including an equipment display at  
the Aztec Centre and the Partnership for Older 
People (POP) information bus8 

• Resident responses to and expectations of the three 
strands of the Croydon project namely:

 –  a Communication Strategy for disabled people  
in Croydon

 –  an Independent Living Centre website for disabled 
people including a virtual tour of the Aztec Centre 
equipment display and demonstration centre

 –  cross-partnership information for disabled people 
in a range of formats

• Responses to the key elements of the proposed brief 
for an Independent Living Centre website, which 
had been developed by the project team during the 
course of the project.   

8   This bus takes specialist advisors, including council staff and other 
external stakeholders out into the community to provide information, 
advice and support on a wide range of topics and services relevant 
to older people.
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25.  The research evaluation method and sample

25.1 Stakeholders

Research was conducted throughout the course of the project as detailed below: 

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Familiarisation with the history 
and progress of the project  
to date 

•  1 x 1.5 hour paired depth with project leader  
and project support worker

•  1 x 1 hour depth with Chair of steering group

•  1 x 1 hour depth with Head of Disabilities and  
Equalities Croydon council

September 2007

Experiences of the set up of  
the steering group

Experiences of participating  
on the steering group

Aids/barriers to production  
of accessible information

Views on indicators of success

8 x depth interviews among steering group  
members, including social services/range of  
voluntary organisations/PCT and regular/ 
occasional/non-attendees    

October 2007

Observation of project evolution Observation of steering group meeting in action January 2008
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Objectives Research method and sample Date

Views on how the project  
has progressed 

2 x group discussions of 1.5 hours duration among 
representatives from the steering group: 

•  1 x internal council staff/project leader and support 
worker (3 participants)

•  1 x voluntary organisations/ external consultants  
(7 participants) 

(Following up some of the respondents interviewed  
earlier in the research evaluation)

January 2008

Assessment of the views of 
uninvolved external stakeholders

5 x 1 hour depth interviews among voluntary organisations 
who had not been involved in the Croydon project

January 2008

Observation of project evolution Observation of steering group meeting in action March 2008

Project post mortem 

Further views on indicators  
of success

6 x 1 hour depths/paired depth interviews among  
steering group members

1 x 1 hour paired depth interview with project  
lead/support worker

(Following up some of the respondents interviewed  
earlier in the research evaluation)

March 2008

Participants were recruited using contacts provided by the Improving Information team and free-finding contacts 
working in voluntary organisations in Croydon. Hence a spectrum of more to less involved internal council staff and 
external stakeholders were interviewed.

A full list of the organisations interviewed at each stage in the project is included in the Technical Appendix.
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25.2 Residents

Objectives Research method and sample Date 

Experiences of local information 
provision and internet provision 
on local services/individual local 
initiatives, including the Aztec Centre 
and the POP information bus 

Views on indicators of success

Mystery shop exercise among 22 residents including  
men and women

•  with a range of impairments, including  physical/
mobility and sensory impairments, mental health and 
long-term health conditions and learning disabilities

•  with disabled children

•  from across Croydon borough

•  from different socio-economic groups

• of different ages

• using different public services (to differing extents)

November 2007-
January 2008

Experiences of the mystery  
shop exercise 

Expectations of each of the  
Croydon project strands 

Views on indicators of success

3 hour workshop and 5 x 1 hour in home depth 
interviews

The same residents who had taken part in the mystery  
shop exercise: residents were given the choice of  
whether to come to the workshop or talk to a 
researcher at home, as appropriate for their needs

January 2008

Reactions to key elements of the 
Independent Living Centre website 
brief, as developed by the internal 
project council team, steering group 
and external consultants

Views on indicators of success

6 x in home depth interviews among residents with a 
range of impairments, across different demographics, 
who had participated in the two previous resident 
research elements 

April 2008
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The resident sample was recruited using a range 
of methods to find disabled people, including door 
knocking, advertising in local venues and local press, 
and networking within communities.

All disabled residents were remunerated for their 
expertise and input into the research. Expenses  
were also paid to individual disabled residents  
where appropriate.

Carers/personal assistants were invited to attend  
the research if this was felt to be appropriate by  
the resident in question. 
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26.1 Current information provision

Stakeholders and residents felt that extremely positive 
aspects of Croydon’s information provision included:

• The development of the POP information bus

• The development of the Aztec Centre

• Evidence of excellent information provision at 
libraries (which could be further developed) 

• An appetite for more and better partnership working.

Key issues around Croydon’s current information 
provision highlighted by stakeholders and  
residents included:

• An over-reliance on websites relative to other 
information channels

• Insufficient attention given to making websites 
accessible – this was thought to be true of many 
information providers 

• Insufficient support for disabled people to help them 
access and use websites (and/or publicity of the 
support available)

• Insufficient consultation with, and involvement of, 
disabled residents, especially those who are not 
service users

• Lack of a well publicised, easy to use, central 
navigation system for information 

• Lack of opportunities for good quality face to  
face information provision

• Lack of sufficient engagement of trusted 
intermediaries in information provision, especially 
health professionals 

• Lack of adequate signposting between information 
providers: perceptions of too much passing from 
pillar to post

• Lack of public sector staff awareness of  
disability issues. 

26.  Overview of learning from the Croydon project
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26.2 Relevance and usefulness of  
the five principles to the project

An explicit intention had been stated to adhere to the 
five principles at the time of the development of the 
terms of reference document.

However, the way in which the project developed, 
most notably that its scope, from the steering 
group’s perspective, was reduced to a focus on the 
development of a website brief and there was a lack of 
internal council resource on the project, meant that – 
arguably – the principles were not adhered to as much 
as was originally intended, at least within the area of 
the project overseen by the steering group. 

Indeed, the way in which the project brief evolved was 
interpreted by some members of the steering group 
as conflicting with the principles to a certain extent 
(specifically principle two: ‘provide information through 
a range of channels and formats’). 

By the end of the project, though, the council and the 
steering group had agreed that extra support would 
need to be offered to guarantee the accessibility of the 
website, which indirectly resolved this conflict. 

The experience of Croydon also points to the 
importance of ensuring that accessible information 
principles are applied to the ongoing process of 
engagement of stakeholders, as well as to resulting 
strategy and materials. Disabled stakeholders in 
Croydon felt that more could have been done to  
make participation more accessible for them. 

Principle one: ‘ensure disabled people  
are involved from the start’ 

The Croydon project revealed a number of issues  
that can arise when this principle is applied.

There were only a small number of committed core 
members on the steering group, all of whom were 
also involved in many other projects. This meant 
the resource and time available for the project was 
inevitably limited.

The problem of lack of resource on the project was 
exacerbated by the fact that the disabled members of 
the steering group were not paid for their time and this, 
combined with a sense that they had been insufficiently 
involved in the project, resulted in them not always 
feeling particularly valued or respected. 
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Equally, internal council staff felt that some steering 
group members, especially disabled members, had 
perhaps not consulted members of their respective 
organisations as much as they could have and had 
focused their views and responses during the project 
too much on their own disability. 

Directly involve disabled people right from the start

Issues arose from the start of the project because some 
of the steering group members did not feel they had 
been involved before the project objectives were set, 
therefore, did not feel that they had directed the project.

Involve disabled people with a range of 
impairments and other characteristics to  
get a clear idea of their needs

In setting up the steering group the inclusion of disabled 
people was taken very seriously by the council.  

Three core members of the steering group had a 
physical impairment, a visual impairment and a learning 
disability respectively. Two of these people were Chair 
and Vice Chair of the steering group.

However, gaps were acknowledged around 
representation of different groups, especially among 
young disabled people, parents of disabled children and 
people from black and minority ethnic communities.

The intention was to fill these gaps, especially disabled 
young people, through continued consultation with a 
local college and a workshop focused on access needs 
and responses to the website brief.

Allow enough time to involve disabled  
people thoroughly

The disabled members of the steering group were 
happy with the timely provision of the minutes but did 
not always feel that they were given materials relating 
to the website development on time. 

This was particularly problematic because it was a topic 
that was relatively unfamiliar to members of the steering 
group and one which raised a number of challenging 
and technical issues, for example, issues around online 
communities like ‘Second Life’.    
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Act on the outcomes of involving disabled people 

The disabled members did not always feel their  
views were listened to or actioned during the course  
of the project.

This emerged partly from the tension between the 
project’s explicit focus on the development of a  
website and the steering group’s desire to consider 
wider access channels.  

Principle two: ‘provide information through a  
range of channels and formats’ 

This was a contentious principle within the context  
of this project. 

Consider using a range of channels and formats  
for information

The original remit of the project related to  
looking at the website within the wider context  
of information provision. 

Once it had become apparent that the remit of the 
project – from the steering group’s perspective – had 
reduced to only the website, members felt that during 
the course of the project more emphasis could have 
been put on:

• Publicising internet training

• Making free access to the internet available 

• Providing mediated access to the internet

• Providing alternative channels

• Improving accessibility of the website itself

• Planning, developing and testing the website among 
non/potential users as well as those already using it.   

Consider your audiences’ access requirements

Disabled members of the steering group had mixed 
feelings about the extent to which their own access 
needs had been taken into account during the course 
of the project.

The venues for the all the meetings were accessible, 
refreshments were provided and the times of the 
meetings were set in advance.
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However, full consideration was not always felt to have 
been given to the access needs of individual disabled 
members of the steering group, for example:

• Abbreviations and references to technical internet 
functions were felt to have been frequently used 
within meetings and within written documentation 

• Written documentation was sometimes lengthy, 
complex and not provided in alternative formats

• Verbal presentations were not felt to have always 
been tailored to the needs of the audience.  

The steering group instigated an accessible information 
survey to look at access preferences among disabled 
people in Croydon, following identification of this as 
a potential issue during the course of the project. 
However, the fact that the survey was not conducted 
at the start of the project, combined with the lack of 
resource, meant that the results were not available to 
feed into the development of the website brief. The 
steering group was, however, intending to follow up the 
results of the survey and explore disabled residents’ 
views in more detail at a later workshop.     

Ensure your information is clear

Keep your messages simple and avoid jargon

As already discussed under principle one: ‘involve 
disabled people right from the start’, the disabled 
members of the steering group did not always find it 
easy to understand the issues involved in developing 
a  website and felt that the information relating to these 
issues could have been made clearer, simpler and 
more jargon-free .

However, the initial outline for the website which was 
exposed to a small number of disabled residents at the 
end of the project was strongly endorsed as extremely 
accessible, simple and written in plain English.   

Principle three: ‘ensure your information meets 
users’ needs’ 

Clearly identify your key audiences and their needs

Consider structuring information by topic, around 
life events or by target group

Clearly label information so it is easy to find
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Involve users and test your materials to ensure 
they meet their needs  

This principle was not a focus during the project since it 
had been decided that the website would be evolved on 
an ongoing basis and as the result of user feedback.

However, both steering group members and disabled 
residents stressed that they wanted disabled people 
who were not already using the site to test and develop 
it too.

More generally, all strongly endorsed the involvement 
of disabled people in planning, testing, developing and 
maintaining the site. 

Principle four: ‘clearly signpost other services’ 

This was felt to be a principle which had driven the 
original concept of the project.

Provide advice on where to go for other information

Develop your links with the voluntary sector

Use all opportunities to signpost and link to  
other information

Many issues were raised in relation to how best to 
facilitate the council, voluntary organisations and others 
to work together in partnership and, more specifically, 
produce an Independent Living Centre website.

By the end of the project the steering group had begun 
to think about possible ways of working together to 
pool its information sources and identify strengths, 
weaknesses, gaps and opportunities.        

 The project also raised specific issues related to the 
implementation of an Independent Living Centre brand 
and how to create a structure that could efficiently  
drive such a brand forward in terms of leadership,  
time and funding. 

Specifically, the issue of the optimal role of the council 
within a future Independent Living Centre was also 
raised but not resolved within the course of the project.

Principle five: ‘always define responsibility for 
information provision’ 

There needs to be a corporate commitment  
and accountability to improve information for 
disabled people
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Some stakeholders felt that the Croydon project suffered 
from a lack of explicit senior management buy-in. 

There were also issues related to roles and responsibilities 
among those involved in the project including:

• Who was leading the project

• The role of different parties, specifically the steering 
group versus the internal council

• The role of the steering group itself, namely  
whether it was a committed group driving a defined 
project forward or a looser entity that individuals 
attended to catch up with the project or find out  
what was happening.

There were also queries about the provision of a single 
point of contact within an Independent Living Centre 
website and specifically concern about the practicalities 
of implementation, for example, how updating and 
dealing with complaints would work.

Resources should be clearly identified  
and allocated

The topic of allocating, and finding, resources to enable 
the project to continue was high profile at the close of 
the project but – here again – had not been resolved.   

26.3 Overall project learning and outcomes

Stakeholders

The project raised lots of questions around the 
appropriate criteria for engaging steering group 
members, for example, whether engagement should 
be defined by type of impairment, demographics and/
or other criteria, such as technical experience and 
expertise, relevant to the project in hand.

Croydon’s experience indicated that all of these may  
be relevant if a project is to progress successfully.  
This was the experience of other projects too: all 
projects of this kind benefit from involvement from  
as broad a range of people as possible.

However, the team in Croydon found that, in reality, 
there tends to be only a limited number of people  
who are able and willing to give up their time. Hence 
many projects, including this one, can suffer from a  
lack of resource.

This project raised the issue of how best to promote 
engagement: how to reach out proactively to 
stakeholders who may be interested in or important to 
the success of the project, rather than expecting that 
they will find out about projects.
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The Croydon project was relatively successful in 
comparison with other projects at engaging disabled 
people formally – on the steering group – and the 
project was structured to give them full autonomy to 
take the project forward.

However, the value of the composition and structure  
of the steering group was undermined on a number  
of counts: 

• The steering group felt that the actual project focus 
on the development of the website was not the 
project they had signed up to 

• There was a lack of clarity around roles, 
responsibilities and the nature of the steering group 

• There was a lack of transparent and ongoing 
communication between the steering group and  
the council

• Members of the steering group were inexperienced 
in leading a project such as this

• Members of the steering group did not feel valued 
due to lack of remuneration and/or not feeling 
listened to

• Accessibility of involvement was not always taken 
into consideration by the council

• A perception that senior managers had not bought 
into the process and were not directly involved in 
the project

• There was a lack of council resource on the project. 

These factors led to the steering group feeling unable 
to take the initiative on the project. Attendance of the 
steering group meetings was also poor, which was 
perhaps related to this sense. 

An additional consequence was that the accessible 
information survey was not instituted until later on in  
the process than in other projects, which meant the 
results of the survey were not available to feed into  
the development of the website brief. 

The experience of Croydon, therefore, highlights the 
need for councils to offer appropriate support and 
channels of communication when disabled people  
are involved in processes like this. 
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In terms of the future of the project there were 
consistent questions over who would lead the project 
going forward, how voluntary organisations could work 
together in order to produce the website and, more 
specifically, what information needed to be put on  
the website.

There were also concerns about how an Independent 
Living project would be funded and how funding would 
be raised.

However, having said this, the overall outcome of 
the project was positive, as the final website brief 
developed by the steering group elicited extremely 
positive responses among residents.

Residents

Residents consistently felt that the website concept 
and ideas that they were exposed to at the end of the 
research evaluation would remove some significant 
barriers to access to information that they had identified 
through their mystery shop exercise.

They were particularly positive about the accessibility, 
content and plans for supporting access to the website. 

Key benefits of the website consistently highlighted 
included: 

• Less time, hassle and stress involved with  
accessing information 

• Greater sense of control, choice and independence 
in relation to access to information

• Provision of a clear single point of responsibility for 
provision of information to disabled people.

Elements of the website brief that were particularly 
endorsed included:

• The accessibility of the proposed website

• The inclusion of an equipment directory

• The inclusion of a virtual tour of the equipment centre 
and, hopefully, a demonstration of equipment

• The inclusion of a social networking element both 
for social interaction and more specific exchange of 
information related to both services and equipment

• The intention to include disabled people in the 
planning, design, testing, building and maintenance 
of the site.
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Areas for further consideration that were raised by 
residents included:

• How to optimise initial awareness of the site

• How to ensure that the maximum number of  
disabled people feel confident about and able to 
access the site 

• Making sure that those who do not feel confident 
to access the site are encouraged to do so, either 
through an intermediary or in a different format

• Provision of reassurance that the social networking 
element of the site would be both safe and secure

• How to successfully implement the elements related 
to involvement of disabled people in the planning, 
designing, testing and building of the site.
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27.1 Feedback from stakeholders

Council staff 

Websites

Internal council staff in Croydon perceived the council 
to be increasingly reliant on websites.

Specifically, Croydon Council’s website was felt to be 
difficult to navigate, especially in relation to information 
for disabled people.

Staff perceived the council to be reluctant to reprint or 
redo out-of-date leaflets due to lack of resources.

Many voluntary organisations were also thought to 
have most of their information on websites.

Council staff claimed that there is an increasing amount 
of support available to help people access and use 
websites. However, they felt that this support was not 
being successfully communicated to residents.

POP10 information bus

The POP information bus was specifically cited 
as providing good links between the council and 
other organisations, helping to build successful and 
constructive relationships, and providing a channel 
for distribution of information to older disabled people 
within the community, who the council traditionally finds 
hard to reach. 

Staff felt that the task of collecting information together 
to go onto the bus highlighted the overall lack of printed 
information available. More positively though, staff 
thought that the bus provided a hub through which 
information from a wide range of organisations could 
be prioritised, collected and distributed.

Awareness of the existence of services

Council staff recognised that many disabled people  
are simply not currently accessing any or all of the 
services that would be of relevance and use to them  
in Croydon because they do not know where to look  
for information.

10 Partnership for Older People

27. Current information provision
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Partnership working

Specifically staff felt there to be a lack of 
communication between different providers of 
information and a lack of adequate signposting.

Face to face provision of information

They thought a single face to face point of access to 
information for disabled residents would be useful and 
that, possibly, the Aztec Centre could provide this.

More generally internal council staff acknowledged 
that in a number of previous surveys end users had 
expressed a preference for face to face provision  
of information and that more could be done to  
address this.

Application of principles relating to  
alternative formats

Staff felt that theoretically good principles were in 
place within the council in terms of information format 
and presentation, for example, use of Easy Read, 
contrast and large print. However, staff thought that 
these principles were not necessarily being applied 
consistently across the council.           

External stakeholders

The external stakeholders were generally fairly  
positive about information provision to disabled  
people in Croydon.

A local voluntary organisation reported very 
good regular contact with the council through the 
sensory impairment team as well as through senior 
management. The organisation reported constructive 
partnership working with Croydon Council and others  
to achieve accessible formats. 

The feeling among this group was that Croydon Council 
was both trying to improve the accessibility of their own 
information and was keen to work in partnership with 
the voluntary sector.

“I think in Croydon there is the potential for 
information to be very good – they’re going in  
the right direction”

(External stakeholder)
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Council offices

The staff at council offices were generally praised by 
external stakeholders as excellent at meeting the needs 
of disabled people.

Council telephone customer services

However, the telephone customer service in Croydon 
elicited more mixed responses. 

Several external stakeholders reported excellent 
signposting by customer service staff to their 
organisation. 

On the other hand, some did also complain that not 
enough had been done to make council telephone 
customer services accessible for disabled people, 
particularly people with hearing impairments and 
people with learning disabilities.

Internal point of contact within the council

Some external stakeholders claimed they had no 
internal contact point within the council through which 
they could ensure information relevant to their user 
group was being included in council information. In this 
context, the website was particularly criticised.

“I’m not sure who to contact within the council  
to ensure all our information is on the website… 
I haven’t really considered links with the council  
as a way of promoting or publicising our services”

(Stakeholder)

Below we include specific issues raised by 
stakeholders in relation to particular key community  
groups for whom current provision was felt to be variable. 

Learning disabilities

External stakeholders thought that council staff were 
trying very hard to improve information provision for 
people with learning disabilities, through the use of 
picture banks, symbols and Easy Read. 

However, they also believed that different teams and 
departments within the council were providing different 
levels of service. Housing benefit was identified as 
having traditionally been a problem area, although 
stakeholders acknowledged that this team had recently 
introduced a face to face help desk for disabled people, 
including people with learning disabilities and/or people 
who find it hard to communicate. This has improved 
resident satisfaction. 
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Engagement with black and minority  
ethnic communities

Engagement with different black and minority ethnic 
communities in Croydon was felt to be very variable 
and dependent on the individual project in question. 
Stakeholders felt there was a need for a more 
structured and well thought-through approach in order 
to extend and improve the quality of engagement with 
different ethnic groups.

27.2 Feedback from residents

As part of the mystery shop exercise, residents were 
asked to complete a questionnaire (themselves or via 
a carer/personal assistant) relating to three separate 
occasions when they had tried to find and use local 
information with a focus on information provision on  
the internet. 

Additionally, they were asked to comment on their 
awareness, perceptions and experiences of specific 

local services including the POP information bus and 
the equipment display at the Aztec Centre. 

A copy of the document they were asked to complete 
can be found in the Technical Appendix.

Experiences of information in Croydon with a 
focus on provision of online information 

The resident feedback from the mystery shop exercise 
is discussed in the remainder of this section.

The feedback has been structured under the headings 
ENGAGE & INVOLVE, INFORM, and EMBED and, 
within this, under the key topics that emerged.11

In addition, specific feedback relating to different 
resident groups has been highlighted separately at  
the end of the section.  

11  Here again, please see p42 for a specific definition of how we 
are using these terms in this context. We have also set out our 
definition for how we are using individual terms in the Glossary  
on p7-8. 
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ENGAGE & INVOLVE

Consultation with/involvement of disabled people

The residents who took part in the mystery shop did 
not generally feel that Croydon Council effectively 
consulted with or involved disabled people in activities 
relevant to them.

“I think if they do consult, they just go through  
the motions”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Only one resident in the sample had taken part in  
a consultation conducted by the council. He was  
a member of a disabled forum but talked about  
not enjoying it because he felt it was too formal  
and politicised.

On prompting, many residents claimed they would love 
to be consulted to a greater extent and to be more 
involved with council activity but that there was no 
sense that this kind of opportunity exists in Croydon  
at the moment.

“I’d just love to be consulted….there is so  
much I have to say…we could bring a lot of  
value to decisions”

(60+, visual impairment)

INFORM

Awareness of the public services available

Many of the residents who took part in the mystery 
shop complained about the lack of promotion and 
communication of public services for disabled people 
in Croydon. They gave numerous examples of being 
unaware of extremely useful services for years before 
hearing about them through an informal source or, 
indeed, through this research.

Many residents talked about the need for the council, 
and other partners, to do more to make contact 
proactively with those in need of services and to tell 
them what is available.
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Trusted intermediaries

Residents were often critical of the lack of information 
provision or guidance on where to find information 
from trusted intermediaries, most notably health 
professionals, specifically GPs.

Residents were particularly surprised that information 
was not better highlighted by health professionals at  
the time it was most needed.

This was felt to be true both in terms of communication 
within Croydon and beyond.

“I went to the GP about my arthritis and they  
don’t mention what local support you can get – 
you have to find that out yourself”

(70+, physical impairment)

“GPs should do much more to tell you what  
you’re entitled to. You need information on what 
you can claim and what you qualify for: things like 
ramp access….”

(50+, physical impairment)

Awareness of where to find information

 Even if residents had heard of specific public services 
available to disabled people in Croydon, they often 
reported being unable to find information on them.

“I tried to get information on computer training and 
completely failed”

(60+, physical impairment)

“They need a centralised information point with 
better trained staff: at the moment the information 
is scattered all over the place, you don’t know 
where to start if you have a new information need. 
You just constantly get passed from pillar to post – 
it took me weeks to find out where to go to find out 
about a rail for outside my house” 
 (70+, physical impairment)

“I wanted to know if an adult pays the carer price 
if their child has a freedom pass and, if not, how 
much would it cost – it was impossible to find the 
information. In the end, I had to find out at the pay 
desk but really, I wanted to know in advance”
 (30+, parent of disabled child) 
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Residents felt there was a general lack of signposting 
of public services for disabled people at the time of the 
diagnosis of an impairment and at key life events.

“You get no help or guidance in relation to 
choosing schools”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

“You become an OAP and you just get your 
pension…it takes you ages to get used to it, you 
need more information and support…lots of the 
services we have been talking about tonight”

(60+, physical impairment)

Directories

The only residents in the sample who claimed they had 
access to a full directory of council services were those 
in council accommodation who had been sent one by 
the housing department. 

However, even this directory was criticised on the  
basis that it did not clearly indicate which amenities 
were available for disabled people.

Voluntary organisations

Residents who had established relationships with 
voluntary organisations/ specialist information providers 
were much more positive about information provision 
than those who did not.

Council

Residents felt the council were not doing enough to 
co-ordinate information provision and ensure that the 
information that already exists reaches the people who 
need it.    

Specifically, they felt there was a lack of effective 
partnership working between the council and other 
information providers.  

Lack of information at the time of diagnosis/ 
key life events 
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They frequently suggested that manned information 
points should be provided for face to face advice, in 
addition to leaflets and access to the internet.

Council offices

Residents often reported that staff working in the 
council offices were very helpful and exhibited a  
good attitude.

 “I asked about the out-of-hours services Croydon 
council provide and found out very easily – they 
were extremely helpful”

(20+, physical impairment)

However, residents did also comment often that, 
despite their positive attitude, staff were often not 
able to answer queries straight away and had to ring 
residents back later. While this process was generally 
felt to be efficient, residents were frustrated that there 
seemed to be no central system that staff could use to 
access information on the spot.

“Whenever I go there, they are always very helpful 
– they often can’t answer your question but they 
do make the effort to find the answer and get  
back to you”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“The local directory was confused – I wanted 
to know what amenities there were available to 
disabled people and wasn’t able to work this out”

(50+, hearing impairment)

Other residents complained that they did not have 
access to a directory and that they did not know where, 
or how, they could get hold of one.

They consistently wanted a paper-based directory, 
even though many acknowledged that it would be more 
difficult to keep this up to date.

Face to face provision of information

Residents were most positive about being given the 
opportunity to talk to someone face to face. 

Although this was true for all residents, this was 
especially the case for older disabled people and 
people with learning disabilities.

Residents felt strongly that Croydon do not currently 
provide enough opportunities for expert face to face 
advice for disabled people and/or that the opportunities 
that do exist are not sufficiently well publicised.
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Library service

The library, if used, generally emerged very positively 
both in terms of the attitude of the staff and the range of 
both accessible information and the services provided.

“I went to the library to find out about services for 
feet and once I got there I was amazed at how 
big it was…how much information was there. I 
spoke to a very knowledgeable person who was 
able to refer me to other services... she had a very 
positive attitude and told me about a wide range of 
different things, like walks for health”

(60+, physical impairment)

“I went to the library about getting a community 
support worker and I was told to go to the council 
offices …she [the lady at the council] was patient, 
and wrote things down even though she could  
not sign”

(40+, hearing impairment)

However, even the library was not always felt to be 
accessible. An example was given by a lady with a 
visual impairment looking for music in the library.

Some residents also claimed to feel intimidated by the 
cold, sterile environment and the perceived lack of 
privacy in the council offices. They also complained 
about long waiting times. 

“It’s quite frightening, it’s such a big place and 
where do you go?...So I tend not to go”

(50+, hearing impairment)    

“They need to improve the environment…provide 
appointment times, widen the working hours…
give help on form filling, better seats…make it less 
stark and more user-friendly and welcoming”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Others claimed that their expectations of the 
environment were so negative that it put them off going 
to the council offices at all, in spite of their generally 
positive experiences of the staff.
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“I wanted to know the times of the local buses –  
I couldn’t find the times so I had to actually go to 
the bus station and even when I got there I was 
told they don’t do timetables anymore, so I had to 
go down to the bus stop and write the details down 
off the bus stop”

(60+, physical impairment) 

Online provision of information

There were large differences between the residents 
who took part in the research in terms of their access 
to, and confidence with, computers. They ranged  
from people who were very confident internet users  
to those who have never used a computer, with many 
in between.

A proportion of residents spoken to who were confident 
with the internet – typically those who were younger 
and/or from the higher socio-economic groups – were 
theoretically positive about the increased provision of 
information online. Even these residents complained 
though about the lack of accessibility of information 
on many of the websites – both council and other 
providers – that currently exist.

“The labelling was in such small print I had to use 
a magnifying glass – it took a really long time to be 
able to get the information I needed. No one had 
thought about people with visual impairments even 
in the library”

(60+, visual impairment)

Generally, there was felt to be much more potential to 
promote libraries as a central point both for information 
provision and support on access to the internet. 

Printed information 

There was a general feeling among residents that 
it was becoming harder to get hold of any printed 
information in Croydon.

“I wanted to know about transport services 
for disabled and elderly people – I telephoned 
Croydon Council and they found the information 
for me…They did phone back with the answer 
when they didn’t know straight away but I would 
have liked a printed booklet to be available, as I 
could only get the information off the website”

(60+, physical impairment) 
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Council website

Residents who had access to a computer and/or were 
confident using it (whether themselves or through a 
carer) often focused on conducting searches on the 
Croydon Council website before trying others. 

Residents reported very mixed experiences of the site.

Many found the site very quick and easy to use.

“I use it all the time – cinema times, swimming 
pool openings, things like that”

(30+, physical impairment)

“Websites are always my first port of call –  
they are not always  easy to navigate at the 
moment but they are the quicker and easier  
than anything else”

(60+, physical impairment)  

However, other residents reported high levels of 
frustration with the site when trying to find information 
about public services for disabled people and/or about 
services relating to specific impairments.

“I use the internet all the time – it’s quick and easy 
to use. It makes it easy to find out about services”  

(30+, visual impairment)

Residents without access to, or who were not confident 
with, the internet were often unhappy that so much 
information in Croydon was only available via the 
internet. These residents frequently called for:

• Better publicity for the internet training services that 
already exist

• More training on how to use the internet

• More help with accessing the internet at face to  
face information points

• More opportunities to be able to ask intermediaries 
to print off suitable information from the internet  
for them

• More alternatives to using the internet. 

Text

Some, especially younger people and people with 
hearing impairments, queried whether it was possible 
to text the council.
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“I was trying to find DIAL A RIDE and the handy 
person scheme and couldn’t find them”

(60+, physical impairment)

The signposting on the site was specifically and 
frequently criticised.

“The links need to give full details of how to get 
to the right bit within the next site – not just the 
general site address”

(40+, physical impairment)

Some residents were also frustrated that they could 
not easily access relevant central Government 
departments from the Croydon Council site.

People with hearing impairments were particularly likely 
to be positive about using the internet in theory.

“The computer is brilliant for deaf people, emailing 
is absolutely brilliant…I have lots of deaf friends 
and we email regularly”

(50+, hearing impairment)

However, several people with hearing impairments also 
complained that, although the internet was potentially 
an excellent channel for them to use, there was a 
shortage of appropriate IT/computer courses for people 
with profound hearing impairments in Croydon.

“I couldn’t find any information about getting a 
new [textphone] from the website – I looked under 
social services and couldn’t find anything on 
equipment. In the end, I gave up”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“I couldn’t find anything on DIAL A RIDE, but I 
know it exists. I didn’t know what to type in to 
make it come up – it should come up in lots of 
different places to make it easier to find”

(60+, physical impairment)

“I wanted information on night bus routes and 
timetables to my house – I wanted to be able to 
find it on the internet but I couldn’t”

(20+, physical impairment)

“I tried to find information on street disabled 
parking – I looked under the A-Z and could not find 
a ‘disabled parking’ section: it was scattered under 
lots of different headings”

(50+, physical impairment)

“I was looking for disability travel in Croydon – I 
found the information I needed in the end but it 
was a slow process and the information provided 
was not that clear and it was hard to navigate”

(40+, physical impairment)
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Some residents described a very helpful service, with 
staff taking their telephone number and calling back 
with information at a later time if they could not answer 
a query immediately. 

“I got excellent welfare benefit advice concerning 
council matters over the telephone”

(40+, visual impairment)

Residents with hearing impairments were particularly 
likely to give negative reports of using the telephone. 
Specific criticisms included staff who did not speak 
clearly, staff with heavy accents and the use 
of automated systems that people with hearing 
impairments cannot use.

“I rang about getting a Disabled Card for cheap  
rail tickets but I gave up – I was getting so 
frustrated, not understanding the person at the 
other end of the phone because they weren’t 
clear…in the end I’m apologising but why am I 
saying: ‘I’m sorry you’re accent is so unclear,  
I can’t understand you’?”

(50+, hearing impairment) 

“You need to use headphones or have a verbal 
instruction by a tutor. People who sign or lip read 
can’t look at a screen at the same time as looking 
at a tutor”

(40+, hearing impairment)  

There were also some queries from people with 
hearing impairments about whether the Croydon 
Council site offers an email facility that they could use. 

People with visual impairments felt that the Croydon 
Council website was not easily accessible for them, 
due to the need to use different and expensive software 
to access it.

There was no evidence from the research that 
residents with learning disabilities were using the 
website themselves. Rather the information was being 
accessed by their carers/personal assistants.

Some also believed that the development of the site 
had not given sufficient consideration to people with 
low literacy skills.

Council telephone customer service 

The telephone was a frequently used channel and, 
here again, experiences of council telephone customer 
service were extremely varied. 
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Alternative formats

Residents did not give any examples of specifically 
requesting alternative formats.

Reasons given for this included: lack of confidence 
about asking for an alternative format; the absence of 
an easy method of requesting an alternative format; the 
(perceived) time it would take to produce an alternative 
format; and the fact that many claimed it was easier to 
ask a carer/personal assistant to provide them with the 
information in an accessible form.   

Signposting versus information

The provision of signposting versus actual information 
emerged as a big issue in Croydon, with many 
residents telling anecdotes about times when their 
information search had been multi-staged because 
they were continually signposted on rather than given 
simple facts straight away.

This led many to query whether from a resident’s 
perspective signposting without information was always 
necessarily a good thing.

“Making a phone call is bad enough but then to 
have to make several more causes a lot of anxiety”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“I tried to find out the last date before Christmas 
when the mobile library would come – I had 
to go through an automated telephone system 
which has been introduced recently. I had to give 
personal details and get a password to renew  
my books!”

(50+, hearing impairment)

There were consistent requests for improvements to 
the telephone helpline, including provision of a call 
back system, provision to direct dial, the facility to leave 
a message, the facility to cut through the automated 
system and a better system for people with hearing 
impairments. 

Accessible formats

There were some examples of information not being 
provided in a usable format, especially for people with 
visual impairments.

“I got some information on leisure facilities but it 
was not available in large print or cassette so I had 
to take it home and enlarge it myself”

(50+, visual impairment)
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“Health and fitness for disabled people in 
Croydon…it’s hard to find what you want. I would 
need to make lots more phone calls/enquiries to 
satisfy my requirements”

(60+, physical impairment)

“If you want to find out about disabled housing in 
Croydon, it’s hard to find, and even when you do 
find it, you can’t understand it and you don’t know 
where to go next”

(50+, physical impairment)

EMBED

Council staff awareness of disability issues 

Residents’ experiences of council staff awareness of 
disability, as well as knowledge of available disability 
services, varied considerably.

Some reported excellent customer service and 
experiences with individual members of council  
staff across services.

“I called and they couldn’t find the answer 
immediately but they took my number and 
someone from social services rang me back”

(50+, physical impairment)

“I wanted a list of special needs secondary schools 
and the types of students they accommodate – I 
went on the internet and could only get numbers 
there, no information on what each offers. I wanted 
to get an overview rather than have to ring each 
school: you need a brief overview of the ages and 
types of children each cater for to avoid wasting 
schools’ time”
 (40+, parent of disabled child)

“I was trying to find out about leisure services – 
there’s just not enough detail. You have to do all 
the work yourself”
 (50+, visual impairment)

“I wanted information on disabled swimming 
classes for disabled children and their carers – I 
wanted the days and times. The website was no 
good and when I phoned, the man on the other 
end didn’t know: he had to ask a colleague who 
didn’t know either. In the end I had to go down 
to the pool and ask in person…I want details of 
individual leisure facilities and things like that to be 
on the site”

(30+, parent of disabled child) 
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“I wanted to know about wheelchair access and 
facilities [at the swimming pool]…there was no 
information on the internet I could find so I had 
to call the pool: they told me they had changing 
facilities and when I got there it was a hard bench 
and not wide enough. Able-bodied people do not 
understand what it is like to change a child who 
cannot stand”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Voluntary sector/specialist information provider 
awareness of disability issues

However, customer service at voluntary organisations 
and specialist information providers, such as the library, 
was frequently praised.

“I needed a hand rail and I went to the Aztec 
Centre because I had found out about it through 
this research: I would not have known otherwise.  
I got through to a lady who didn’t know the answer 
to the problem but she did go on to contact 
the technical people who called back later that 
day. The technical person [from Croydon social 
services] told me of two ways to get access to an 
occupational therapist (one free, one not) for the 
necessary assessment of my disability”

(50+, physical impairment)

However, some residents also reported less positive 
experiences, whether in relation to the telephone 
helpline, council offices or other council-run  
public services.

“Croydon Council offices were a bit vague and a 
bit stumped by my request”

(50+, visual impairment) 

“I was shouted at to join the queue and I couldn’t  
hear – that shouldn’t happen, they should train 
staff not to shout, to offer deaf people the 
opportunity to write things down, and they  
should learn basic signing. That happens in  
other councils”

(60+, hearing impairment)

“I try to do things myself but it gets too difficult,  
like if there’s loads of stuff to read. I just give  
up then and then you have to rely on the staff, 
which isn’t great”

(40+, visual impairment)    

Customer service at public amenities, such as 
swimming pools or leisure centres, was particularly 
likely to be criticised.
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Additionally, residents highlighted several examples of  
a lack of signposting between services.

“I wanted to get my [textphone] installed…I initially 
looked on the internet for Croydon social services 
but could not work out how equipment was 
supplied. I ended up going through [a voluntary 
organisation] – they were very, very helpful”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“Croydon doesn’t have good enough links to other 
sites, for example, support lines or networks for 
carers of disabled children”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

“My son was diagnosed in London. Well, I’ve just 
been left to deal with it. I’ve had no information on 
local services at all. They should send your details 
to the local authority and you should automatically 
be sent details of stuff relevant to you”

        (50+, parent of disabled child)      

Residents, generally, felt they were getting a more 
personal, tailored service delivered by someone who 
knew their needs when dealing with staff from the 
voluntary sector and specialist information providers.  

Always define a single point of responsibility for 
information provision

There was a strong feeling across the sample that 
residents should have a much greater sense of a 
single central point they could go to look for all their 
information needs. 

There were many examples of residents being passed 
from one information provider to another.

“I wanted to find a council or NHS chiropody 
service. I went to the library first and they sent me 
to NHS Direct, who couldn’t help me and referred 
me to my local doctor, and I still haven’t got the 
information I need”

(60+, physical impairment) 
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FEEDBACK BY DIFFERENT  
RESIDENT GROUPS

Below we include feedback that emerged from  
discrete resident groups. We have included this 
because they raised different issues relating to  
online information provision. 

People with hearing impairments

People with hearing impairments were particularly 
likely to be experiencing problems, due to the council’s 
increasing reliance on the telephone as an information 
provision channel.

More specifically, information provision for people with 
severe/profound hearing impairments in Croydon was 
particularly strongly criticised in terms of:

• Lack of provision of appropriate channels/formats 
per se, for example, texting, Braille (within a 
reasonable time frame) and BSL

• Lack of easy access to relevant public services,  
 for example, lip reading/BSL classes

• Lack of staff able to lip read/use BSL.

Parents of disabled children were particularly frustrated 
at the lack of a single point of information provision.

“I needed nappies and bed pads and it was 
impossible to find out where to go. I usually  
get them through the school but school was  
closed over Christmas…I eventually was  
given a number to ring but that was on answer 
phone – I still haven’t heard back [mid-January]. 
There should, at least, be some written guidelines 
on the website”

(40+, parent of disabled child)
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Residents were, generally, very positive about  
support groups as way of finding out about services 
available for people with a similar set of needs to 
themselves. This was particularly the case for parents 
of a disabled child.  

“My son’s school runs help classes which were 
very useful. It was that that led me to contact 
Parents in Partnership, who gave me details of 
someone who could help me fill in the forms”

(40+, parent of disabled child) 

Resident awareness/perceptions of  
specific local services in Croydon

Aztec Centre

There was only low spontaneous awareness of the 
Aztec Centre among residents and many felt that  
the centre should be given a higher profile.

Many claimed they found it hard to find information 
about the Aztec Centre during the course of  
the research. 

Indeed, several residents claimed they were not able to 
find details of it at all on the Croydon Council website. 

This meant that people with hearing impairments were 
particularly likely to be positive about the provision of  
a website. 

People with visual impairments

People with visual impairments were particularly likely 
to comment on the lack of accessibility of websites 
in Croydon and hence be negative about the idea of 
providing more information this way. 

Parents of a disabled child

Parents of a disabled child were particularly likely  
to feel isolated and unable to find the information  
they required.

“I wanted my son to go horse riding and it turns 
out he could have gone but I had no way of finding 
out about those services”

(30+, parent of disabled child)

“My son was diagnosed and I heard absolutely 
nothing about any service available to him – I was 
completely on my own for 5 years. The only way I 
found out was by word of mouth”

(50+, parent of disabled child)
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Where it was accessed, this tended to be via other 
voluntary organisations’ websites.

Several residents visited or called the centre as a result 
of participating in this research and the Aztec Centre 
had strong appeal among these people.

Reflecting the general desire for a face to face one-
stop shop, many residents suggested that the Aztec 
Centre could be used as a central navigation point for 
all information for disabled people in Croydon.

Those who had used the centre queried whether a 
wider range of equipment could be displayed in the 
future, including equipment that can be bought, as  
well as that available through the council.

One resident expressed disappointment that equipment 
for children was not available at the centre.

Partnership for Older People (POP)  
information bus

On prompting, the POP information bus was extremely 
well received and felt to overcome many of the 
criticisms residents had raised as a result of their 
mystery shop.
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28.1 Experiences and views of the internal 
council project team

Internal council resource on the project

There were internal resource issues which, arguably, 
hindered the smooth progress of the Croydon project. 

The two members of Croydon Council who were core 
members of the steering group – the programme lead 
and the project support worker – both ceased full-time 
employment with the council during the course of the 
project but agreed to continue with the project until the 
end of the ODI Accessible Information project.

Senior management buy-in on the project

Some research participants felt that there was a lack 
of senior buy-in from the council. These individuals 
believed that this meant that the project was not 
receiving the time and funding it deserved, which  
they thought comprised a major barrier to its  
successful execution. 

Initial recognition of the value of a steering group

There was an initial recognition from the internal council 
project team that they might make invalid assumptions 
about accessible information, therefore, an accessible 
information project steering group was formed, made 
up of representatives from a range of voluntary 
organisations across Croydon.

Recognition of the need for disabled people to be 
directly represented on the steering group, as well 
as the full range of partners

The original intention was that the steering group 
should provide representation of the full range of 
impairments and, more specifically, that organisations 
led by disabled people should be represented.

The steering group was initially assembled by the 
programme lead and project support worker inviting 
a range of people onto the group. Invitees were then 
asked if they felt anyone else should be invited.

Most of the steering group members were already 
known by the internal council project team.

28.  The Croydon project: stakeholders
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The internal council project team was pleased that 
three core members of the steering group were 
disabled themselves and felt that their involvement  
had been invaluable.

There was recognition that there were some gaps on 
the steering group, most notably around children and 
young people.

In addition, there was some disappointment that  
the PCT, although invited, had not attended the  
steering meetings.

Commitment to the steering group

There was reportedly a problem maintaining 
attendance at the steering group meetings.

Although the steering group theoretically comprised a 
wide range of members and representation, only four 
core members attended regularly.

The internal project team felt that there was some 
resistance from the steering group to the development 
of a website per se and, more specifically, to some of 
the proposed functions on the website, such as the 
virtual tour of the site and the use of links.

The internal project team’s view was that this resistance 
resulted from:

• A lack of access to/confidence with computers, 
which resulted from personal characteristics, such  
as age, and/or the nature of their own impairment

• A lack of understanding of specific features like links 
and virtual tours.

Consultation of wider user views among members of 
the steering group

The internal council project team felt that steering 
group members, especially disabled members, tended 
to represent their own personal views rather than 
canvassing wider views from their organisations.

The accessible information survey

An accessible information survey was initiated part  
way into the project as the result of questions raised  
by the steering group about the appropriateness of  
only focusing on a website. 
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The survey was led by the steering group and, while 
the internal council project team acknowledged it had 
value, they were also concerned that the survey had 
served to distract from the focus of the project, namely 
the development of a website.

There were ongoing issues related to how to best to 
achieve representation of the full range of impairments 
on the survey. The internal council project team 
favoured a qualitative methodology that gave potential 
participants an incentive to take part by communicating 
upfront the purpose and likely outputs of the survey.    

The development of the Independent Living  
Centre website brief

The internal project team put together an initial website 
narrative in consultation with the steering group. It was 
this narrative which was tested among residents via a 
workshop and in home depths in January 2008.       

A project brief was then issued to external consultants 
who, in partnership with the steering group, developed 
the ideas further.

The developed brief was then explored among 
residents in the final in home depths conducted  
in April 2008. 

The scope of the Independent Living Centre 
website brief

There were a number of strong beliefs held by  
the internal council project team about the website,  
namely that it should:

• Be from a partnership of organisations, certainly 
not council branded and possibly not involving the 
council at all

• Only provide contact details and not information 

• Provide only information relevant for disabled people.

The future of the project

At the end of the Croydon project, a brief had been 
developed but there was no clear decision about the 
nature and extent of the future role of the council in the 
development of the website or how the website would 
be funded. 
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28.2 Experiences and views of the  
steering group 

Setting the objectives of the project

It was felt by some members of the steering group  
that the project objectives had been set before they  
got involved, therefore, they had not been able to 
determine the direction of the project. 

This feeling was exacerbated by the fact that as the 
project evolved its focus narrowed.

Specifically, some on the steering group felt that they 
had been misled at the beginning of the project into 
believing that the remit of the project was wider than  
it was in reality and that they would have an input into 
the final objectives.

Setting up the steering group

Steering group members, generally, assumed that the 
main responsibility for setting up the steering group 
and inviting members lay with the council and, against 
this context, felt that the project had not been well 
publicised or promoted.

“It really is the same old faces again – I know it’s 
hard but more needs to be done to pull others in”

(Steering group member)

“It tends to be the same people get involved in  
all disability, regardless of the name of the project.  
It’s life isn’t it, it’s just another project”

(Steering group member)

Specifically, it was felt that the project aims and 
objectives were not communicated clearly enough  
at the outset. 

Leadership and direction of the project

Overall, steering group members tended to think the 
project lacked direction. 

There was a lack of clarity over roles and 
responsibilities. Individual members sometimes felt 
they did not have defined roles and responsibilities. 
Specifically, there was some confusion over the  
relative roles of the council versus the steering group.
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In addition to the fact that the main focus was on 
developing a website – which not all steering group 
members agreed with in concept – some steering 
group members felt the council had failed to consider 
how to:

• Maximise access to the internet for disabled people

• Help disabled people feel more confident about  
using the internet

• Make the site itself as accessible as possible.     

Several key members of the steering group felt they 
had not been genuinely involved in the project.

Commitment to the project

A small number of core steering group members 
quickly became committed members of the group,  
with others only attending occasionally or not at all. 

However, because these core members were also 
involved in several other projects, they also claimed 
to feel overwhelmed relative to their other work 
commitments and had limited flexibility if the project 
workload changed.

“I’m sorry but I just can’t take that on [future 
workshop] – I’m working on so many other things”

(Steering group member) 

Occasional members, when they did attend, tended  
to revisit old ground which added to the frustration  
and a feeling of lack of momentum among the core 
group members.

“Every month we go over the same topics and no 
decisions are made”

(Steering group member) 

When asked about their lack of commitment to the 
steering group, occasional and non-attendees most 
frequently cited:

• Lack of time

• ‘Multiple steering group/project fatigue’ 

• A lack of real understanding of the objectives of the 
website and the likely benefits to them.  

“I keep in touch with the minutes – I went to the 
first meeting but not since”

(Steering group member) 
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“I’m not sure how it will help – we have our website 
and we could do with better signposting to us from 
the council website, as well as from us to other 
voluntary organisations, but I’m not sure why  
we need it, especially if it’s going to cost so  
much money”

(Steering group member) 

“The project – I’m in touch with it but I probably 
need to be more in touch with it”

(Steering group member)

“They do all the things they are meant to – it’s 
probably me, not them”

(Steering group member)

Momentum within the project

The steering group expressed frustration at the general 
lack of progress in the project and the length of time 
they perceived it took to get anything done.

“There has been a lot of talk and no action – I 
can’t see that we are any closer than we were”

(Steering group member)

“We should have made a decision about 
progressing funding today – who we were going to 
get in and things – but we didn’t”

(Steering group member)

Funding and resource for the project

Lack of funding and resource was a recurrent theme. 

Core members of the steering group frequently felt 
that they did not have sufficient time to allocate to the 
project and that this meant the project was not moving 
forward as quickly as it should.

Members were not being paid for their attendance 
at steering meetings, other time they invested or any 
expenses they incurred. Some blamed the lack of 
attendance on this, as they talked about not being able 
to afford to allocate the time they would have liked to 
the project for no remuneration. However, some others 
also mentioned how an emotional incentive – such as a 
feeling of being valued – would be just as motivating as 
a financial one. 
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Feeling valued and respected

Group members often talked about how they felt  
as though they were not valued or respected by the 
council. For some, lack of remuneration contributed  
to this feeling or was interpreted as evidence of this.

“The first step to making disabled people feel 
that they, and older people, had a big stake in 
this project would be to actually treat us as the 
professionals are treated. You wouldn’t get the 
professional people here today coming for no 
money, and I think it’s a very serious point...it’s  
a respect agenda thing”

(Steering group member) 

“It seems to me that unless my advice is paid for it 
isn’t respected”

 (Steering group member)

“There’s no payment– it’s giving time – this is 
something we are fighting for in Croydon”

(Steering group member)

Steering group members also perceived that things 
were being done by the council that they were not 
aware of, which further served to highlight a sense of 
lack of respect for the involvement of the steering group. 

“Let’s face it, we are window dressing – they go 
away and do what they want anyway”

(Steering group member)

Representation of disabled people on the  
steering group

Some of the members of the steering group felt that the 
majority of steering group members should be disabled 
to give disabled people sufficient voice.

Minutes of the steering group meetings

There was positive feedback from disabled people 
within the steering group that the minutes were 
provided in an accessible 14-point form.

Accessible information 

Beyond the minutes, there was consistent frustration 
that information relating to the project was not provided 
in an accessible form. Examples of this included:

• The website presentations/the final website brief and 
accompanied written materials

• The use of abbreviations/jargon during steering 
group meetings. 
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“I sometimes find the meetings hard to understand, 
because when they try and talk about things I’m 
sitting there trying to listen and I do try and get 
M to explain them, but then while M is trying to 
explain it to me we’re missing another bit”

(Steering group member)

“I can’t always access documents, like today  
[in relation to the external website presentation]”

(Steering group member)  

The accessible information survey 

The steering group had highlighted early on their 
feeling that a website on its own would exclude some 
disabled people.

As a result of this, they instigated a survey looking at:

• Where disabled people want to go for information 
about public services

• How disabled people would like to get information 
about public services

• Whether or not disabled people think an Independent 
Living Centre website would be a good way to  
find out about public services for disabled people  
in Croydon

• What information disabled people want on  
the website

• Responses to a number of accessibility features  
on the website

• Access to, and use of, computers among  
disabled people.

The development of the questionnaire was not felt  
to be easy to achieve because of the differing views  
of members of the steering group.

“We gave up in the end on the questionnaire 
because we were shouted down basically”

(Steering group member)

The accessible information survey was not initially 
scheduled into the project and raised issues of 
its own. The most important of these was how to 
achieve a representative sample of disabled people 
and, specifically, how to engage younger disabled 
people and people from black and minority ethnic 
communities. There was a general feeling that better 
representation could have been achieved given more 
time and financial resources. 
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The issue of topping up the number of younger 
disabled people represented in the sample was tackled 
by a core member of the steering group going to local 
colleges and encouraging participation in the survey in 
this way.

In retrospect the steering group felt that the accessible 
information survey would have been better if it had 
been more qualitative in focus and if they had gone to 
speak to different resident groups face to face. 

They felt the emphasis on making the questionnaire 
accessible had meant it had become too long and that 
this, combined with the fact that residents did not know 
what it was for, had led to a very low response rate.

“When we went to Croydon College the students 
said they would not fill it in if it was more than  
a page”

(Steering group member)

In addition, members felt more face to face contact and 
communication with the voluntary organisations who 
they had relied on to distribute the questionnaire would 
have helped to establish rapport, commitment and an 
understanding of why it was important to get responses.

Members of the steering group felt that much more 
of this should have been done by the council or 
themselves (if they had been paid for their time).  

“In order to get quality feedback you have to go 
out into the community”

(Steering group member)

The workshop

The steering group had expressed a desire early in  
the project to run a workshop where disabled people 
would get the opportunity to comment on the results of 
the accessible information survey and share views on 
the website.

The intention was to run this event in July 2008.

Working in partnership 

The project brought issues relating to working in 
partnership clearly into focus, including the working 
relationship between:

• The council and members of the voluntary sector 

• Different voluntary sector organisations. 
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Taking the project forward

By the end of the project a brief and business case for 
the website had been developed by the steering group, 
working in collaboration with the external consultants.

The steering group had agreed to continue to meet  
and develop the project. However, the role of the 
council within the project had not been resolved.

Funding for the ongoing development of the project  
was discussed and possible funders identified.  
The need to raise significant amounts, and how this 
would be achieved, was of deep concern to steering 
group members.

The possibility of voluntary organisations meeting to 
discuss and map information provision, with a view to 
identifying how to make information provision more 
effective and efficient, was identified as a possible  
way forward. However, there was lack of clarity  
over how and if this collaboration could be executed, 
given the logistics and time constraints everyone was 
working within. 

More specifically, some steering group members had 
identified that if a ‘directory template’ could be agreed 
between information providers, this would mean that 
entries could be shared between providers, hence 
saving valuable time and money.

The desirability of rooting the website within a 
particular organisation was also raised by the external 
consultants, given the need for ongoing maintenance 
and marketing of the site.    

28.3 Experiences and views of  
uninvolved external stakeholders

External stakeholders were all in one of two situations – 
they were either:

• Unaware of the project at all (although several said 
this may not mean they/the organisation were not 
informed of it)

• Or, having been invited onto the steering group,  
had subsequently not attended regularly.
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Those claiming to be unaware of the project were 
typically very interested in it and wanted to be  
involved/know more.  

“I don’t remember being invited to be involved – 
but I may have been. I have been invited to so 
many meetings and I have to decide which to 
attend. But now I know what it is about, I would 
definitely like to be involved”

(Stakeholder)  

“I’m slightly surprised not to have been involved,  
I haven’t heard about the project but I’d like to find 
out more”

(Stakeholder)
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• An information desk covering disability issues at the 
council offices manned by expert staff

• Provision of disability awareness and training to all 
resident-facing staff both within the main council staff 
and at public services, such as leisure facilities 

• More disabled people visibly working for the council

• The proactive provision of more personal and 
tailored information to individual end users.

29.2 An Independent Living Centre website  
with a virtual tour of the Aztec Independent 
Living Equipment Centre

Initial response

There was a consistently positive response to the idea 
of a website which would provide information on a wide 
range of public services to disabled people and their 
carers/personal assistants in Croydon.

29.1 Communication strategy for Croydon

Residents were asked on the basis of their mystery 
shop what they felt should be the key elements of a 
future best practice strategy for Croydon Council.

There was a large degree of consistency in  
what residents felt should be the key priorities.  
These included:

• More publicity of public services and information 
available for disabled people

• More proactive distribution of information on public 
services through local channels such as GPs, 
community centres, free/local newspapers, council 
newsletter etc.

• More provision of information at the right time 
by trusted intermediaries, especially health 
professionals

• The provision of information centres manned by 
expert staff (both as part of voluntary organisations 
and within council buildings)

29. The Croydon project: residents 
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• It would also provide a central point that disabled 
people and their carers could use to make 
themselves aware of information that exists which 
they do not already know about 

• It would mean more services were used more often

• It would empower disabled people, help them build 
up their confidence and feel more independent

• It would give disabled people more choice  
and control

• It would generally improve information provision 
and fill in gaps when face to face service was not 
available, for example, services for deaf people and 
people with hearing impairments are only available 
on Wednesday mornings

• It would also be great for staff as a way of helping 
them direct residents to the information they require.   

“I think this would be absolutely brilliant – 
somewhere you can go which would tell you 
where everything is…much better than what 
happens now”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“It would be like a one-stop shop – it’s good to 
do it from the comfort of your own home. If it is a 
personal thing as well, it’s more private”

(50+, physical impairment)

“It’s more helpful for me to be on the website – it’s 
quicker and easier, I use speech read”

(40+, visual impairment)

Benefits of an Independent Living Centre  
website in Croydon

Residents felt a website of this kind would directly 
address many of the barriers to accessing information 
in Croydon they had highlighted as a result of their 
mystery shop.

Benefits frequently mentioned included:

• It would make it much quicker, easier and less hassle 
to get hold of information 

• It would provide a central point that disabled people 
and their carers could go to, to find information they 
were looking for
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In the remainder of this section, we discuss responses 
to the proposals for the website. Where applicable, the 
stimulus that was used within the research to illustrate 
elements of the brief to residents is included. 

Searching for local services: large, clear buttons; 
simple choices; helpful pictures (please see  
www.directenquiries.com for an example of the 
intended approach)

“Great, a one-stop shop for information! You’d be 
able to tailor the information to your needs,  
it would give you much more control”

(20+, parent of disabled child)

“I think it would give me a lot more confidence to 
find things out – I’m not good on the computer but 
I think even I could manage this”

(60+, physical impairment)

“I’m not aware of any websites like this in Croydon”
(40+, visual impairment)

“It would be like an improved directory enquiries 
– at the moment you need to know the name of a 
specific organisation but with that you could just 
search a specific service in Croydon”

(20+, parent of disabled child) 

“I don’t know where to turn for information  
in Croydon – I’d love to know the full scope  
of services”

(30+, learning disability)  

“It means we will be able to form our own 
independent and informed point of view and we 
will not be so dependent on – or need to go along 
with – the professionals”

(50+, parent of disabled child) 
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Not all residents understood all of the symbols on the 
left hand side and requested that it be possible to get 
simple, straightforward explanations of these.

Scope of contents of the Independent Living  
Centre website

Several residents spontaneously expected that the 
website would contain the same information as any 
other website covering services in Croydon and that  
the only differentiating feature would be that the site 
was totally accessible.

“The main thing is to make it accessible – beyond 
that you’d want the same information as on any 
site…it needs to be inclusive”

(40+, visual impairment)        

A significant proportion of residents commented that 
many of their information needs were not actually 
related to their impairment. Additionally, when people 
began to think more specifically about it, they found 
it difficult to make a clear distinction between what 
information would be deemed specific to disabled 
people and what would not.

All of the residents talked to in the research were 
extremely positive about the proposed approach to  
the layout and design of the local services search 
element of the site.

Specific positives highlighted included:

• Clear, straightforward, easy

• Good idea to use pictures as well as writing

• Anyone would be able to use it

• Good idea to have the search to the left

• Not too much choice

• Looks friendly, not threatening.

“You look at that and think anyone could use it, 
even a child”

(30+, learning disability)

“I can’t use a computer but I’d have a go at that”
(60+, physical impairment)

“I like the look of the buttons – it would be much 
easier to search this than to search yourself”

(20+, parent of disabled child) 
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Topics that residents frequently hoped would be on the 
site included:

• Carers: lists of carers

• Access for disabled people to: shops, leisure 
facilities.

• Facilities for disabled people: toilets, parking  
spaces, RADAR keys   

• Council departments 

• Education: classes, IT, lip reading, BSL

• Equipment

• Finance: support/advice 

• GPs/pharmacies

• Leisure activities: general and ‘what’s on this week’ 

• Libraries/other information providers

• Links to information on different impairments/ 
medical conditions

• Links to voluntary organisations: by impairment

• PCT: information they provide

Residents were concerned that if the information on the 
new Independent Living Centre site was restricted in 
any way, they would still be left having to deal with the 
lack of accessibility of other sites in Croydon for many 
of their information needs.

On further probing, they thought it was critical that if 
the site did not include all information there should be 
excellent links between and this other key websites, 
such as Croydon Council, other local voluntary 
organisations and public services and national sites. 

“The options would be either one site or a site  
for disabled people which was well linked to the 
main sites”

(40+, visual impairment)

“It would be important that it was really easy to get 
between the Croydon site and this one”

(50+, physical impairment)

Specifically, residents ideally wanted the links to provide:

• Direct access to the particular part of the new sites 
being referred to

• A brief description of what would be found there.
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There was an extremely positive response to the 
inclusion of a directory of equipment.

Several residents had spontaneously commented 
during their mystery shops on difficulties they had 
experienced in accessing equipment in Croydon  
and the existence of the directory was felt be to a 
valuable service.

“An excellent idea – I had to find out about all the 
equipment for my son through my own initiative”

(50+, parent of disabled child)

“I’m looking for an attachment for my steering 
wheel which means I will be able to drive – at the 
moment it’s a real pain getting to the equipment 
centre so it would be great if I could just look on 
the net”

(30+, physical impairment)

Residents consistently expected that the existence  
of the directory would be heavily publicised both  
on the site and via a range of other distribution 
channels disabled people would come across in  
their day-to-day lives.

• Respite care

• Schools: state, independent

• Tutors: special needs

• Transport.

There was an expectation that it would be easy  
to search services by type of impairment.   

Directory of equipment: simple to use; familiar;  
for Croydon
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Residents assumed that equipment available free of 
charge would be featured, as well as equipment that 
had to be purchased. Some queried whether details of 
the nearest suppliers of equipment would be provided 
and/or whether it would be possible to purchase 
equipment directly online. 

It was suggested that customer reviews of equipment 
could also be included on the site.

“Customer reviews and what they say about it 
would be really good”

(30+, learning disability) 

Residents anticipated that a wide range of equipment 
would be featured in the directory, including items 
relevant to:

• Both in and out of home situations 

• Disabled people of all ages, including children.

“Things like bath rails, sticks, mobility scooters, 
that would be great”

(70+, physical impairment)

It was expected that the directory would cover support 
as well as equipment, for example, links to lists of home 
helps, carers, tutors, hearing dogs, etc.

Residents expected to use the directory both to look for 
particular pieces of equipment and to research more 
generally what equipment exists (that they may not 
know about but which may be useful). 

“I’d flick through it to get ideas on what equipment 
could help my dad with Alzheimer’s”

(30+, learning disability)

Residents felt it was important that the directory was 
well structured and easily searchable by either type of 
disability or type of equipment.

There was a concern that there should not be too  
much choice of equipment and that the directory  
should only feature two or three variants of each  
piece of equipment. 

Residents hoped that if the equipment was featured in 
the directory it had been selected on the basis of being 
one of the best options within its category.

“You want to know whether something is safe and 
worth the money”

(60+, physical impairment)
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Several residents were excited about the prospect of 
the availability of an online virtual tour. 

“I think that would be great – it would make you 
feel more confident about getting stuff and that 
you know what you are looking for”

(30+, learning disability)

“The tour sounds good and interesting – it would 
open up your eyes. It will make information more 
interesting…very good, it’s the future”

(60+, physical impairment)   

Residents hoped that the tour would:

• Take the user around a virtual house and effectively 
highlight all the areas of the house where equipment 
might be useful

• Illustrate how different bits of equipment operate and 
what the benefits are.    

“I hope it would mean you could see the 
equipment more clearly and it would show you 
how it works and what happens in real life”

(50+, hearing impairment)

 

Residents hoped that the directory would be backed up 
by the facility to get support on equipment choice, as 
well as the use of the equipment itself.

“I know the RNID do a directory of equipment  
but they don’t really support you – that would be 
really important”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“I’d like to be able to ask a question about what I’d 
found in the directory online”

(20+, parent of disabled child)   

Online virtual tour: 3D; equipment centre;  
easy access for experiencing products
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There was interest in social networking among a 
significant proportion of residents talked to as the  
site would be specific to Croydon.

“It would be really good if people could meet each 
other, especially if it was local to Croydon”

(40+, visual impairment)

“It would bring people together – we definitely 
need that in Croydon”

(50+, hearing impairment)

Benefits were felt to be:

• Increased social contact, especially for those  
who are relatively housebound

• Creation of mutual support networks  

• Making contact with other people with a similar 
impairment or access needs

• Making contact with other parents of disabled 
children 

• Exchange of information about services  
and equipment.

A resident with a severe visual impairment initially 
queried the relevance of such a visual device for 
himself. However, he was interested in the possibility  
of a commentary which effectively described the tour 
and demonstrations.

“That sounds very, very visual so I’m not sure how 
useful it would be but if they had a commentary, 
that would be great, as I don’t really know what’s 
available and that would be a good way of 
highlighting what’s there. It’s the little things that 
make your life better, for example, gas marks on 
the oven – I struggle with the little things everyday 
and this would really get me thinking”   

(40+, visual impairment)     

Social networking: talk to friends and  
family on the internet
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There were some concerns raised about safety and 
security including:

• Would anybody be able to use the site?

• Would the site only be for disabled people?

• Would you need a number or code to get onto  
the site?

Some residents queried whether there would be other 
interactive facilities on the site, such as the opportunity 
to email enquiries related to navigating information 
services and receive email responses back.

Involving users in development: planned by users; 
designed by users; tested by users

“You could compare and contrast equipment with 
other people”

(50+, hearing impairment)  

“It would be nice to be able to speak to other 
people with similar problems – it would be like an 
online version of ‘come and have a cup of tea’”

(20+, parent of disabled child)

“I’d like to be able to use the site to ask, for 
example, if anyone knows of anywhere that 
provides horse riding lessons for disabled children”

(30+, parent of disabled child)

“A great way of getting out of yourself and 
escaping that monster in the corner [TV] …you’d 
find there are other people with similar problems 
and that you are not alone. I might even end up 
getting married! It would certainly open up your 
circle, wouldn’t it?”

(60+, physical impairment)

“It would be great: you don’t get out much, 
especially if you are older. It would be good to be 
able to find like-minded people”

(60+, physical impairment)
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Residents also discussed how important it would be 
to involve people with a full range of impairments 
and access needs but that, in reality, this would be 
extremely difficult to do. Residents felt this to be 
challenging, not just in terms of representing different 
impairments, but also in terms of representing the 
different range of access needs that people with the 
same impairment might have. This was felt to be 
particularly true for people with visual impairments  
and people with learning disabilities.          

Residents also felt that it is not always easy to involve 
disabled people, for example, people with learning 
disabilities, and that thought needs to be given to how 
best to achieve proper involvement in some instances.

Residents, additionally, debated how best to meet the 
needs of everyone, in recognition of the fact that it 
may not be possible to meet the access needs of all 
disabled people all of the time.

“You need to balance listening to the needs of 
individual disabled people and other practical 
considerations, for example, providing Braille”

(40+, visual impairment)

Residents assumed users would be involved and, 
indeed, that it would be impossible to create a site of 
this kind without doing so.

“Obviously that is the right thing to do”
(40+, visual impairment)

“People who have had experience of what they  
are looking for will be in a much better position  
to develop the website and know what information 
to include”

(50+, parent of disabled child)

There was a lot of debate about which types of users 
would be involved and residents felt it would be 
important that users who were not confident in using 
the internet were included as well as those who were.

“It would be really important to use new users like 
me, as well as confident ones. Another advantage 
would be it would develop us into better users” 

(60+, physical impairment)
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would be developed and maintained for disabled 
people and by disabled people.

Promotion and marketing of the site

Residents thought that good promotion and marketing 
would be critical to ensure the success of the site.

Residents wanted the site to be promoted using a 
range of channels including:

• Voluntary organisations 

• Trusted intermediaries such as social workers, 
schools, health visitors, GPs, pharmacists, hospitals

• Information providers such as libraries

• Letters direct to disabled people on the  
disability register

• Community leaders within black and minority  
ethnic communities

• Local media.

Some residents assumed that a similar site would be 
developed for all boroughs and that, ultimately, it would 
be possible to promote it nationally and to ask people 
to log into their particular borough. 

Some residents were concerned that the feedback 
requested should be as simple as possible to allow 
users (and potential users) to participate.

“It’s good that they would get feedback but it needs 
to be really simple: I can’t read very well and I get 
muddled…I can take things the wrong way. They’d 
have to make sure they asked the right questions 
in the right way. It might be better for me to be 
asked face to face, not on the computer”

(30+, learning disability)

“The feedback would have to be really really easy”
(60+, physical impairment)  

Who makes the website? Built by users for users

Residents felt it to be an excellent idea that the site 
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“I suppose if you went somewhere they would print 
off the bit you wanted?”

(60+, physical impairment) 

Specifically, there was strong enthusiasm for the 
facility for the disabled person, their carer or a trusted 
intermediary to print off individual pages in a form that 
was easy to read and understand.

Independent Living Centre branding

There were generally positive responses to naming  
the website the Independent Living Centre.

Some residents welcomed the introduction of a site 
focused on the information needs of disabled people 
and their carers, feeling that the information provided 
would be extensive and would make it easier to find 
specific services for disabled people.

However, other residents, typically people who did 
not want to be labelled as disabled, and who had 
many mainstream information needs, felt it more 
important that the existing council and other voluntary 
sector/public body sites were made more accessible, 
comprehensive, accessible and joined up. 

Use of a range of channels and formats

Residents felt it would be crucial to provide high profile 
promotion of, and easy access to, computer training 
for disabled people in Croydon in parallel with the 
introduction of a site of this kind.

Even if computer training was much better promoted 
and more extensive in Croydon in the future, residents 
suspected that there would still be a significant number 
of disabled people who would prefer to use alternative 
channels, most notably face to face and paper-based.

“This is all very well but what we really need is more 
places we can actually go and talk to someone”

(30+, learning disability)

Specifically, residents consistently expected some  
kind of paper version of the site to be available.

Mediated use of the site

Residents assumed that the site would not only be 
accessed personally by disabled people but also by 
intermediaries, such as telephone and face to face 
customer service within the council, as well as within 
other voluntary organisations and specialist information 
providers, such as libraries and other public services 
like hospitals, surgeries and schools.
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29.3 Cross-partnership signposting

Here again, residents were conscious that it would 
be important to publicise any cross-partnership 
signposting well.

Some residents were concerned that this might not be 
very easy to execute in reality and, specifically, it would 
be difficult to update effectively.

Many claimed they would prefer a paper-based 
directory but they also acknowledged that this would  
be much more difficult to keep updated.

Overall residents had a sense that this would be a  
very ambitious project and that the focus should initially, 
at least, be on getting the basics right. 

Some residents were concerned that a site branded 
as the Independent Living Centre, and comprising a 
partnership of organisations, would mean that it would 
be difficult to identify a single point of responsibility in 
case of queries. 

Residents thought it was very important that the 
Independent Living Centre was sufficiently established 
as an entity so that residents would know about where 
to go if they had an enquiry or complaint.

Sponsorship and adverts

There were mixed feelings about the inclusion of 
sponsorship and adverts, although there was an 
acceptance that this would be a good way of funding 
the site. 

Residents thought that any promotion methods should 
be chosen carefully on the basis of being local and 
related to products/services they were interested in, 
such as equipment. 
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• Increased awareness among disabled people of  
the services on offer

• Increased use of the services on offer

• Increased use of, and satisfaction with, the website.    

30.2 Residents  

Indicators of the success of the project suggested by 
residents included:

• Better publicity/awareness of services

• More disabled people using the services

• Higher levels of disabled resident satisfaction

• Disabled people find out things first time and don’t 
get passed from ‘pillar to post’ 

• Everyone/more disabled people can use the computer

• Disabled people know the website exists

30.1 Stakeholders

Indicators of the success of the project suggested by 
stakeholders included:

• Disabled people involved to a greater extent with 
the council and its activities – involvement in 
consultation, number of school governors, number of 
disabled people using services, number of citizens’ 
juries, number of disabled councillors, involvement 
with impact assessments

• Use of a greater range of channels to provide 
information to disabled people

• All disabled people in the area are aware of  
the project

• Regular monitoring and feedback by disabled people

• Ask users how they found out about services to 
check signposting

30.  Suggested baseline indicators should stakeholders wish to measure 
progress in future years
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• The website is up and running, easy to use, 
constantly updated

• The website is maintained and developed – 
incorporates feedback/input from disabled  
users and potential users

• High numbers of disabled people accessing  
the website.



The principles North Tyneside wanted to use to engage 
residents and service users were:

• Go to people rather than summon them to us

• Recognise the importance of, and seek the views 
of existing groups, such as tenants’ representatives, 
disabled people’s groups, black and minority ethnic 
groups, older people’s groups and voluntary groups

• Develop creative and innovative solutions to engage 
with the community to ensure that not only service 
users have an opportunity to provide their views, but 
also people who rarely use council services

• Empower, where appropriate, local people to carry 
out research in their own community or community 
of interest. This would include training volunteers to 
consult and gather information.

The ODI’s five principles were not overtly included as 
part of the North Tyneside project’s terms of reference 
brief. However, it is clear that the aims are closely 
aligned with ODI’s first principle of involving disabled 
people from the start.  

31. The North Tyneside project

31.1 Project objectives

North Tyneside came to the realisation that listening to 
and involving residents is at the heart of change and 
that the inclusion of ‘lesser heard’ people would benefit 
not only those who find it difficult to access information 
and services but the whole community.

To do this, the authority needed to find new ways of 
engaging with the community that drew people in who 
would not normally have their voices heard.  

The focus of the North Tyneside project was on finding 
new ways of engaging with residents and service users 
and using insight from engagement events to shape 
how services are managed, monitored, delivered  
and evaluated.
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8 NORTh TYNESIDE
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31.2 Project structure and method 
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The consultation involved the use of a series of short 
questionnaires designed to establish information 
access needs/preferences among people in North 
Tyneside. Typical questions related to channel 
preferences for accessing different types of information, 
as well as preferred opening times for council offices.

Traditional channels were used to collect data, including 
customer service centres, libraries and other council 
offices, as were the contact centre and internet.

However a wide range of alternative methods were also 
used to distribute and administer the survey including:

• Local beaches

• Metro stations

• Supermarkets

• Learning disability centres

• Nightclub for disabled people

• Third parties/external agencies visiting users in 
home as part of their daily visits, for example, carers 
and social workers

The project was led by an internal council team, 
including customer services, Adult and Social Care, 
research and other specialists.  

A wide range of other council staff and external 
stakeholders were involved in the project on an ongoing 
basis, via a network of established relationships.

The project conducted by North Tyneside divided into 
two strands:

• A customer service consultation 

• An engagement project looking at the future of  
Adult Social Care in North Tyneside. 

Both strands of the project were managed and 
led by the internal council project team. This team 
sought input throughout the process from external 
stakeholders who represented a wide range of people 
with different types of impairments. 

The customer service consultation

The customer service consultation was broad in nature 
and covered all residents in North Tyneside.
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The engagement project looking at the future  
of Adult Social Care in North Tyneside

The engagement project was designed to explore public 
service needs and was focused on all adults over 18 in 
North Tyneside with eligible social care needs.

Each event was attended by a Lead Cabinet Member 
for Adult Social Care and/or senior representatives of 
the council.

Attendees included members of the public, both 
existing and non-users of public services, staff, elected 
members and established community/interest groups.

Accessible written materials were produced which 
enabled those unable to attend to make additional 
comments and feed back following the events.

In total, 31 events took place at community/provider 
locations across the borough and a total of 661 
individuals took part.

Three wider events were arranged by the North 
Tyneside Community and Health Care Forum for 
community/interest groups across the borough: 
assistance with transport and childcare was provided.

• Black and minority ethnic group representatives 
within their own communities

• Coalition of Disabled People.

Fieldwork for the customer service consultation took 
place between June and July 2007. 

A total sample of 2,622 people was achieved, 24.4%  
of whom ‘considered themselves to have a disability’, 
with those with a ‘mobility (physical) disability’ being  
the highest proportion within this.

The proportion of male/female respondents was:

• Female 56.2%

• Male 33.1%

• Did not answer 10.7%.

Non-white British respondents made up 5.5% of the 
sample, which was more than double the borough 
average.

The questionnaire was available in alternative 
languages and could also be requested on tape or  
in Braille.
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There were also two events for the Adult Social  
Care team. 

A report detailing the feedback given during these 
events and the decisions about services made as a 
result of the events was presented to the council on  
8th October 2007.

Following external stakeholder response to this report, 
which raised the point that end users whose facilities 
were going to be closed were not included in the 
engagement events, further research was conducted 
among these groups.

The overall approach used for the engagement events 
was a number of face to face large- and small- scale 
events, some of which were organised specifically for 
this project and some of which were existing events 
already offered by the participating organisations.
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32.2 Stakeholders

The specific focus of the research project among 
internal council staff and external stakeholders in 
North Tyneside was on evaluating the methods of 
engagement used for the customer service consultation 
and the engagement project looking at the future of 
Adult Social Care in North Tyneside.

An additional aim of the North Tyneside project was 
to assess responses to current Adult and Social Care 
literature. Examples of this literature can be found at 
www.northtynesidegov.uk/learningdisability/ 
index.htm.

32.3 Residents 

The resident element of the North Tyneside project  
was specifically designed to assess:

• Residents’ experiences of information provision and, 
specifically, methods of engagement used prior to 
the project

32.1 Overview

The overall objectives of the research evaluation project 
in North Tyneside were to:

• Assess

 –  the level of involvement, and engagement,  
of disabled people throughout the project

 –  to what extent the five principles had been  
applied when planning, setting up and 
implementing the project

 –  whether disabled people themselves perceived 
they would have better access to information and 
be better informed/supported than before and 
whether they perceived that barriers to access  
had been/would be altered or removed

• Suggest baseline indicators should stakeholders 
wish to measure progress in future years.

32. The research evaluation in North Tyneside
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• Residents’ responses to the project activity, with a 
focus on whether they felt it had removed/reduced 
their barriers to access to information

• Residents’ feelings about appropriate indicators of 
success should the project be measured in the future

• Residents’ responses to the current Adult and Social 
Care literature.
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33.1 Stakeholders

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Familiarisation with the history and 
progress of the project to date 

1 x 1.5 hour group discussion with project lead 
customer services, project lead adult and social 
care, internal researcher (3 participants) 

September 2007

Experiences of the set up/
implementation of the customer 
service survey and engagement  
event projects

Aids/barriers to production of 
accessible information

Views on indicators of success 

7 x 1-2 hour depth interviews among a range of 
external stakeholders (including umbrella and 
impairment specific organisations) with varying 
levels of involvement with the projects   

October 2007

Experiences of the ongoing evolution 
of the project 

Observation of the Action Learning Network

3 x face to face interviews at the Action Learning 
Network event among other senior staff within the 
council as well as representatives from user-led 
service groups

January 2008

33.  The research method and sample
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Objectives Research method and sample Date

What has happened as a result  
of the consultations 

Summary of learning re the  
5 principles

3 x 1 hour face to face depth interviews  
among external stakeholders (2 of whom were 
interviewed earlier in the research evaluation)

January 2008

Explore output/actions from 
consultations

Summary of learning re the  
5 principles

1 x 1.5 hour post mortem group discussion among 
the members of the internal project team customer 
services, project lead adult and social care and 
internal researcher (3 participants) 

January 2008

Recruitment for the stakeholder element of the 
research was conducted using:

• Contacts provided by the internal project team

• An organisational search of North Tyneside

• On-the-spot recruitment at the Action  
Learning Network.

In this way, a spectrum of more to less involved  
internal council staff and external stakeholders  
were interviewed.

A full list of the organisations interviewed at  
each stage in the project is included in the  
Technical Appendix.
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33.2 Residents

Objectives Research method and sample Date

Explore recent experiences of information 
provision in North Tyneside

Extent to which residents feel consultations 
used the 5 principles and associated learning

Extent to which the best methods of 
engagement were used

Assess current Adult Social Care information 
against the 5 principles 

Views on indicators of success

3 x 1.5 hours discussion groups  
(5 participants)

5 x 1 hour depth interviews in home 

20 men and women, including people: 

•  with a range of barriers to access/ 
impairments (including physical/ mobility  
and sensory impairments, mental health  
and long-term health conditions and  
learning disabilities)

•  with different information needs

•  with disabled children

•  from different socio-economic groups 

•  of different ages/life stages

•  using different public services  
(to differing extents)

•  from different areas of the council

•  who had been involved in the customer  
service consultation/Adult Social Care 
engagement events 

October 2007
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Carers/personal assistants were also invited to attend 
the research if this was felt to be appropriate by the 
resident in question. 

Residents who were willing and able to attend a group 
discussion at an accessible central location were 
interviewed using this method, whilst other residents 
were interviewed using in home depth interviews. 

The research was set up in this way to maximise the 
number of people able to access and participate in  
the research.    

A total of seven out of the 20 respondents were 
recruited from lists of people who were known by North 
Tyneside council to have taken part in the customer 
service consultation and a further three residents who 
were recruited by other means had also, it transpired, 
taken part in the customer service consultation ansd/or 
an Adult Social Care engagement event.

The remainder of the resident sample was recruited 
using a range of methods to find disabled people, 
including door knocking, advertising in local venues and 
the local press, and networking within communities.

All residents were remunerated for their expertise and 
input into the research and expenses were paid to 
individual residents if appropriate.
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Key areas for improvement identified included:

• More proactive distribution of tailored information  
to individuals

• Council staff more able to access the answers  
to information queries, whether face to face or  
by telephone

• Better provision of information within the  
council offices

• High profile publicity of the existence of information

• Provision of help with access to and use of 
computers, as well as provision of mediated  
online information

• Reinstatement of an Accessible Information team 
within the council.     

34.1 Current information provision

North Tyneside residents and stakeholders were 
generally positive about current information provision  
in North Tyneside.

Key strengths identified included: 

• Good involvement of/consultation with disabled 
people in the borough 

• Existence of some high profile trusted intermediaries, 
namely individuals who take responsibility for 
guiding disabled people to the information they need 
(although it was felt this could be further improved, 
especially among health professionals)

• Evidence of access to information through everyday 
access points, such as community centres (although 
residents thought distribution of information in this 
way could be further improved) 

• Good distribution of the council newsletter

• Existence of information hubs with the opportunity  
for face to face contact.

34. Overview of learning from the North Tyneside project
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“Obviously, the principles are good and sensible…
what we would all naturally adhere to”

(Stakeholder)

“Partly because the nature of the project – what 
they [ODI] were doing was about accessible 
information – but what we are doing is almost prior 
to that”

(Council staff)

Having said this, the team talked about having used the 
principles as an underlying framework or guide for the 
project. The team felt the principles were useful for this 
because they highlighted all the key elements needed 
to develop accessible information that they might not 
necessarily have recognised themselves. This had 
provided a strong basis from which to develop the 
team’s thinking throughout the course of the project. 

“The first four [principles]: we tend to work in that 
way anyway. I would hope so anyway...it is quite 
nice to have them because it means you are 
complying with those things”

(Council staff)

34.2  Relevance and usefulness of the five 
principles to the project 

The North Tyneside team talked about not necessarily 
consciously referring to the principles on an ongoing 
basis. Specific reasons for this included:

• The team’s high level of experience in the  
area, hence perceived lack of ongoing need  
for the principles

• The fact that the council and external stakeholders 
were already using best practice standards to guide 
activity in this area, which were essentially similar to 
the five principles 

• The project’s focus on engagement methods: 
the team considered this to be critical for the 
development of accessible information but not an 
explicit aspect of the five principles, which meant  
that they were less relevant to North Tyneside  
than to other projects

• The fact that the team perceived the principles as 
difficult to use for staff, uninvolved in the methods of 
engagement project, who were providing accessible 
information in other teams/organisations.    
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Allow enough time to involve disabled  
people thoroughly

The team had allowed enough time to ensure that 
disabled people were involved appropriately and  
had acted on the outcomes of engagement on an 
ongoing basis.   

Act on the outcomes of involving disabled people 

The team had listened to feedback during the course 
of the project: for example, they ran some additional 
engagement events when external stakeholders 
pointed out that service users from services that  
were at risk of closure had not been included in  
the consultation.    

There was some criticism from residents who had 
been involved in the customer service survey and 
engagement events that, at the time of the research 
evaluation (October 2007), they had not received any 
feedback on outcomes.    

Principle one: ‘ensure disabled people are  
involved from the start’

Directly involve disabled people right from  
the start 

Involve disabled people with a range of impairments 
and other characteristics to get a clear idea of  
their needs

Stakeholders felt that this principle had been followed 
and that a range of disabled people had been 
successfully engaged from the start of, and throughout, 
the project by:

• The council’s use of established resident panels 

• Making use of established relationships with pan-
impairment and impairment specific organisations 
to input to the project, both directly and via their 
individual user groups

• Focusing on reaching out to residents, rather than 
expecting them to come to the council.

“The one about disabled people being at the heart 
of a project, that one has been a key one for us”

(Council staff)
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Principle three: ‘ensure your information  
meets users’ needs’

Clearly identify your key audiences and their needs 

Consider structuring information by topic, around 
life events or by target group

Clearly label information so it is easy to find 

Involve users and test your materials to ensure that 
they meet their needs

Stakeholders did not think that this principle was 
particularly relevant for the North Tyneside project, 
given the focus on methods of engagement. 

Principle four: ‘clearly signpost other services’

Provide advice on where to go for other information 

Develop your links with the voluntary sector 

Use all opportunities to signpost and link to  
other information

This principle was not felt to be explicitly relevant for 
the North Tyneside project although there had been 
evidence of successful partnership working during the 
course of the project.

Principle two: ‘provide information through  
a range of channels and formats’

Consider your audiences’ access requirements

Consider using a range of channels and formats  
for information 

Ensure your information is clear 

Keep your messages simple and avoid  
using jargon

Stakeholders thought that this principle was a helpful 
aid to implementing the objectives of the methods 
of engagement guidelines detailed in the terms of 
reference document. 

Specifically the council was already using a range 
of channels and formats and focusing on optimising 
the clarity of information to improve accessibility, to a 
degree, anyway but the existence of the principle had 
served as a useful check.    

“The ‘use channels and formats’ one helped 
us think about the questionnaire and where we 
should distribute it”

(Council staff)



8 North Tyneside  203

34.3  Overall project learning and outcomes 

Generally, there appeared to be a positive, constructive 
relationship between council staff, external stakeholders 
and residents at the time of the research. This was 
perhaps due to the project team’s hard work over time 
to develop strong, ongoing and equal relationships with 
a range of stakeholder and resident groups. 

The project successfully managed to leverage these 
established relationships to drive the project forward 
rather creating a specific steering group/Advisory 
Reference Group.

The project was deemed a success by all parties:

• The internal council project team felt they had 
learned from it and had successfully engaged 
residents who had not been involved with the  
council before

• Other council staff were positive about, and interested 
in, the success of the project and the approaches 
used – it was imagined that these approaches would 
be used in the future for both mainstream information 
provision and information provision for specific 
groups, such as disabled people

Principle five: ‘always define responsibility for 
information provision’

There needs to be a corporate commitment  
and accountability to improve information for 
disabled people

Resources should be clearly identified  
and allocated 

Stakeholders felt that this final principle was not 
particularly clear as expressed. However, they 
acknowledged that the council’s recent focus on 
training contact centre staff to be able to deal with  
any information enquiry through enhanced IT  
systems was a manifestation of the principle. 

“The last one is something we are striving towards. 
It is difficult because we use the technology so 
that people can respond to any query, but we 
are looking to improve the technology so that the 
information is more about a single point of contact”

(Council staff)
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how to think about engagement 

• It should be thought of as an ongoing relationship 
between council, stakeholders and residents rather 
than a discrete meeting

• It should recognise the rights and responsibilities  
of all to be part of the decision-making process

how to initiate engagement

• Involve disabled people and other stakeholders 
before the project has started

• Allow disabled people to set the project agenda and 
approach in partnership with other stakeholders

how to maintain and develop engagement

• Establish a relationship of mutual respect

• Try to understand the perspective of others

• Accept that decisions will be the result of taking  
into account the views, needs and constraints of  
all interested stakeholders

• External stakeholders felt that relationships with  
the council had been further strengthened and 
improved by the methods used

• Residents who already had a relationship with  
the council generally reported that their attitudes 
towards the council had improved

• Residents who had never had a relationship with 
the council before spontaneously reported positive 
reactions to involvement in the customer service 
consultation (and had often passed these on by  
word of mouth).

The only key criticism of North Tyneside’s approach 
was lack of appropriate feedback at the end of the 
project. Therefore, the main learning to emerge from 
this project was that engagement is an ongoing 
process and that – like stakeholders – residents want 
and need to be engaged in the long term. 

More specific learning resulting from the North 
Tyneside methods of engagement project included:
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• Capitalise on the energy and enthusiasm of 
stakeholders/residents who are willing to enrol others

how to embed engagement in public sector 
organisations

• Establish senior level buy-in to ensure that the  
results of projects are followed through and the 
principles of accessible information are implemented 
across departments, not just by those directly 
involved in the project       

• Establish high profile personalities and managers 
that are known in the borough and who stakeholders/
residents can relate to

• Develop relationship management guidelines  
for voluntary organisations, public sector partners 
and others

• Develop technology to aid engagement, for example, 
resident databases with personal profiles including 
demographics/any access or other needs (such as 
childcare) and contact history with the council     

• Allocate appropriate financial and time resource

 

• Pool and use knowledge/expertise/experience  
from all stakeholders

• Communicate regularly – informally as well  
as formally

• Listen and act on any input from stakeholders

• Provide tangible evidence that the stakeholder  
input has been listened to and acted on

how to ensure engagement is representative

• Reach out to the stakeholder/resident and 
communicate with them in a place, at a time and in a 
manner most appropriate to them and their needs  

• Make use of established relationships to bring  
in new stakeholders/ residents, for example, 
voluntary organisations, public sector partners, 
resident champions   

how to keep engagement fresh

• Commit to continually enrolling new stakeholders/
residents, for example, limit time on panels, bring  
a friend
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• Making contact with groups that the council finds 
hardest to engage with, most notably black and 
minority ethnic communities, young people and 
people with learning disabilities – and making contact 
with these people as tailored, informal, qualitative, 
personal and face to face as possible

• Visiting disabled people in their homes and/or at 
places they normally frequent in their day-to-day lives

• Going beyond those disabled people who already 
have an established relationship with the council by 
making greater use of engagement methods such 
as door-to-door interviewers and/or healthcare 
professionals distributing and administering 
questionnaires

• Using resident champions within local communities 
to help engage other disabled people

• Using methods to constantly revitalise/replenish 
the pool of disabled people who get involved, for 
example ‘bring a friend’

More and improved engagement has many  
benefits and creates a virtuous circle

• Shared resources

• More innovative ideas

• Sharing/pooling of knowledge

• Better services

• More feedback/involvement

• Smarter working patterns, with less duplication  
of information provision.

The project also revealed a number of ways in which 
levels and quality of engagement could be increased 
even more in the future including:

• Better publicity of opportunities for engagement

• More provision of opportunities for very local 
engagement (as opposed to having to travel  
to a central location) 
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34.4 Adult Social Care literature 

Both stakeholders and residents consistently endorsed 
the Adult Social Care literature as being extremely 
accessible. On prompting all felt that it conformed  
well to all five principles.

Many research participants felt that literature of this 
kind would serve to make information more accessible 
to everybody – not only disabled people. 

Beyond this, specific positive aspects of the  
literature included:

• Residents’ perception that disabled people had been 
involved in the development of the literature because 
of the way it was written and presented

• The opportunity it provided for residents to feed back

• The high profile communication of the availability of 
alternative formats (although most residents claimed 
they would not ask for these)

• The use of signposting providing local addresses,  
a single and direct point of contact and the inclusion 
of a map.

• Developing relationships with residents once they 
have been initiated, within this:

 –  setting clear and transparent objectives at the 
beginning of each project

 –  providing practical/emotional incentives for 
involvement

 – providing timely feedback

 –  providing evidence of what was said/what 
happened/the decisions made and evidence that 
something is happening as a result of involvement

 –  communicating results to participants directly, 
simply and in a straightforward manner (in the 
most appropriate fashion for them)

 –  working more effectively with partners to 
disseminate results

 –  recognising the reality of people’s lives and hence 
positioning improved information provision within 
improved service provision.
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Issues raised relevant to future development of this kind 
of information included:

• The importance of promoting it and making it easy 
for disabled people to find (since it was felt to be  
very low profile: none were aware of it)

• Stakeholders felt strongly that the success of this 
literature had depended on the existence of an 
Accessible Information team within the council 
(which no longer exists)

• The precise signposting of the type provided means 
that the literature goes out of date more quickly 

• The lack of visual differentiation meant it was difficult 
to distinguish between individual leaflets.    
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press releases, wrap-arounds for the free local paper, 
GPs’ surgeries, dentists and pharmacies.

In addition, four third sector partners have sponsored 
‘resource banks’ in their centres, which include  
a computer and council leaflets. Council staff felt  
this to be beneficial because people can find out  
about services face to face without having to visit 
council offices.

Council staff were also positive about the internal 
capacity to translate into BSL, Braille and picture 
type languages within ten days. However, they also 
recognised that realistically few residents request  
these alternative formats.     

Council staff did, however, acknowledge that the 
accessibility of information from different departments 
across the council was variable.

“Some departments produce massive bibles of 
information which are not really appropriate to  
give out to members of the public but they are  
still distributed” 

(Council staff)    

35.1 Feedback from stakeholders 

Council staff

The internal council staff felt that North Tyneside 
council do fairly well with information for disabled 
people, given the small size of the council.

A major review of Adult and Social Care literature took 
place a couple of years ago. This was implemented 
using a steering group, comprising third sector and 
health professionals, which met monthly. Consultants 
with particular expertise in making information 
accessible were also employed to help with formats. 
The steering group worked to a series of practical 
guidelines relating to a range of accessible format 
issues and the exercise was so successful it was 
decided to implement the guidelines across all 
information provision.

Council staff were strongly committed to delivering 
information through a range of channels including 
reception areas, libraries, council quarterly magazines, 

35.  Current information provision
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Several stakeholders referred to a previous Accessible 
Information team that used to operate within the council 
and which monitored all information being produced but 
which has since been disbanded. The team reportedly 
produced guidance relating to the full spectrum of 
practical accessible information provision issues, 
such as font size, and distributed it as a laminated 
sheet around council departments. Stakeholders were 
disappointed that the group no longer existed.

Some stakeholders – especially some of those who 
were disabled themselves – were concerned about the 
perceived move towards internet-based information.

“I feel more and more excluded – if they are  
going to use the internet they should use other 
channels too” 

(Stakeholder) 

External stakeholders 

External stakeholders, generally, felt that current 
information provision to disabled people was 
reasonable and improving in North Tyneside but that 
not enough was being done to publicise it or to make 
sure it reached the disabled people who needed it.

Stakeholders frequently reported receiving enquiries 
from residents unable to find the information they 
needed from the council.

“We get lots of enquiries from people who don’t 
know where to get council information”

(Stakeholder)  

They tended to believe that many disabled people rely 
on their carers/personal assistants or on word of mouth 
to find out about public services relevant to them in 
North Tyneside.

Several stakeholders commented that for many 
disabled people proactive methods of engagement 
– relevant and tailored information delivered to the 
individual disabled person – were critically lacking in 
North Tyneside.



8 North Tyneside  211

“The best way is through the post – it comes to 
you and everyone gets it”

(60+, physical impairment)

“When something new happens relevant to you, 
they should write to you and tell you”

(50+, long-term health condition)

“You always see piles of free newspapers in the 
shopping centres – they need to come to us more”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

“Nothing gets sent to you, you need to call for it  
all. You’re hanging on for ages”

(60+, physical impairment)

“If it’s important, they should come and  
visit you, like you have now [as part of the 
research process]”  

(50+, visual impairment)

35.2 Feedback from residents

Resident feedback has been structured under the 
headings ENGAGE & INVOLVE, INFORM and EMBED 
and, within this, under the key topics that emerged.12

In addition specific feedback relating to different 
resident groups and topics has been highlighted 
separately at the end of the section.  

ENGAGE & INVOLVE

Consultation with/involvement of disabled people 

Residents spontaneously recognised that North 
Tyneside conducts a good deal of user consultation 
and endorsed this approach.

Preferred methods of engagement

Residents preferred methods of engagement that  
were: proactively delivered to the resident,  
personalised and tailored.

12  Here again, please see p42 for a specific definition of how we 
are using these terms in this context. We have also set out our 
definition for how we are using individual terms in the Glossary 
on p7-8.
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“I only know what I use”
(50+, long-term health condition)

“There are probably loads of things out there I just 
don’t know about”

(60+, physical impairment)

“I didn’t know there was a free bus for ages,  
until a friend told me about it. I sometimes feel 
trapped here”

(70+, physical impairment)

Trusted intermediaries

Participants described passive information seeking 
behaviour, their natural inclination being not to go  
out and look for/ask about new services.

Residents often exhibited a lack of confidence/ 
anxiety over anything new/ different and needed to  
be prompted into finding out about new services.

The role of trusted intermediaries in either providing 
people with, or directing them to, information they 
needed emerged as absolutely key and particular 
individuals, often from voluntary groups, were singled 
out for praise in this regard. 

INFORM

Awareness of the public services available

Residents focused much more on getting access 
to information in the first place, rather than on the 
accessibility of the information itself.  

Residents consistently talked about suspecting they 
were missing out on services that could be of value  
to them because they were not aware of them and/or 
did not know how to find out about them.

Awareness of where to find information

Many residents complained of the lack of an easy  
and systematic way of seeking information.

“I definitely think there is much more information 
on services that might help me – I just don’t know 
where to find it”   

(50+, hearing impairment)   

Many residents were extremely locally focused and 
were only aware of the services they and/or their 
friends/family used.
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“The best place is down the community centre 
because that’s where I normally go”

(60+, hearing impairment)

However, they also felt that information provision 
through these channels could be developed more  
in the future.  

Free council newsletter

The access point that many residents talked about first 
was the free council newsletter. They liked this because 
it was delivered door to door, kept residents up to date 
with new services and provided an overview of what 
was going on. Some residents did, however, complain 
that they did not get a newspaper delivered to them.

“Here it is – this is what I always keep. It is the way 
I stay in touch because I don’t go out much”

(60+, physical impairment) 

“It depends where you live – in our road they can’t 
be bothered to deliver them”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Equally, residents expressed disappointment and 
frustration in relation to situations in which they felt 
intermediaries – especially health professionals – 
had failed to give them or direct them to valuable 
information that would have significantly improved  
their quality of life. 

“When I went to the doctors, if they’d told me all 
about diet or given me some information about 
what I could do and where I could go when I was 
diagnosed [with diabetes], it would have been 
much better…I’ve tried to cope on my own and 
now I’ve paid for the information in a book” 

(50+, long-term health condition)

Making information available to residents in their day  
to day lives.

Other access points popular with residents were those 
they were most likely to come across in their everyday 
lives, such as GPs’ surgeries/pharmacists/ dentists, 
schools, libraries, local social/community groups and 
free local newspapers. 

Residents related some positive anecdotes around 
information appearing in these places. 
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“I went with my daughter…I was asking something 
personal and financial and they shouted at me in  
a public place...I was so embarrassed! I’d never  
go again”

(50+, physical impairment)

Voluntary organisations 

Generally, residents were particularly attached to 
organisations outside of the council when looking  
for information. 

“I know if I ask them [non-council body] I’m going 
to get independent information about benefits and 
things like that”

(30+, long-term health condition)

Indeed, some residents did not necessarily expect the 
council to provide information on the full spectrum of 
topics relevant to public services.

“I only think of them when it comes to money and 
housing, not more support services”

(20+, long-term health condition)

Council information centres

There was some very positive feedback on council 
information centres. 

“The information centre is excellent. They are 
really polite and helpful and they help you  
with stuff”

(40+, visual impairment) 

Council offices

Residents claimed to have had very varied experiences 
when visiting council offices for information.

“If I go to the council they sometimes give me my 
own consultation room to help me with my hearing 
– that helps me a lot”

(60+, hearing impairment)

“You’d expect a good display of information about 
their full range of services at the council offices but 
there is nothing there!” 

(50+, long-term health condition)  
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In addition, although the internet was rejected and/or 
made many residents in the sample feel uncomfortable, 
it was also endorsed – especially by younger residents 
– as an efficient means of providing ongoing and 
updated information.

Council telephone customer service 

Residents who had used the council telephone-based 
customer service reported very mixed experiences.

“I put my hearing loop in and it’s fine – they are 
always very polite and helpful”

(60+, hearing impairment)

“You call and they never answer”
(50+, long-term health condition)

“I can’t stand the: press 1 for, 2 for…by the  
time I’ve worked out what they’re saying, they’ve 
moved on”

(70+, hearing impairment)

“It doesn’t feel like anyone takes responsibility, 
especially on the telephone – you just get bounced 
around from one person to another”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Online information provision of information

Residents recognised that more and more information 
is now available online. 

Many claimed not to have easy access to a computer 
and/or not to feel comfortable using a computer. Hence 
these residents tended to feel that they were being 
excluded from information communicated in this way.

“More and more information comes online these 
days – don’t they realise that most of us don’t have 
a computer, let alone know how to use it!”

(60+, long-term health condition)

“Basic everyday information about buses and 
things just isn’t available, except on the computer”

(70+, visual impairment)  

Some residents, typically those from the higher  
socio-economic groups and/or who were younger, 
were enthusiastic about online information. These 
residents were also interested in using other functions 
such as email to communicate with the council.

“I emailed the council about something to do with 
housing – that worked well. I think I will do it more 
in the future”

(40+, hearing impairment)
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“Social services came to the house to adapt the 
TV [put in a hearing loop] and it was through them 
that I found out about a bus pass”

(60+, hearing impairment)

Other residents, especially those who did not define 
themselves as disabled, were much less likely to be 
informed about council services and often felt at a loss 
over how to find the information.

“It all feels too bitty – there are far too many 
leaflets and it’s difficult to find the one you want”

(40+, long-term health condition)

Older people

Many, especially older, residents claimed to prefer to  
be told information rather than to have to read it.

“I’d rather my daughter just explained it to  
me when she came than read it in a leaflet  
or whatever”

(70+, physical impairment)

“Every time I try to get in touch with a guy I need, 
he isn’t there, or at least that’s what they tell me – 
it’s ridiculous, I’ve been trying to get hold of him  
for a year…there should be more than one point  
of contact”

(50+, parent of disabled child)

Feedback by different resident groups

We have provided feedback below by different resident 
groups who raised specific issues pertinent to North 
Tyneside’s engagement approaches. 

People registered disabled with social services 

Residents who were registered disabled and/or who 
had a registered disabled child/children tended to be 
better informed than others. They were also more 
likely to be being proactively directed to the information 
they needed by an intermediary, such as a health/
community professional or third sector partner, as a 
matter of course.
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“They have a directory and stuff like that” 
(50+, parent of disabled child)

“I found it much easier to find out about what was 
available to me when I was younger – now it is 
really hard work”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

Feedback by topic

Transport

Transport information emerged as an area that 
residents found particularly frustrating. Residents 
complained that information about specific services 
was often only available on services themselves,  
which was obviously of no value to people not currently 
using them.

“The information is not available. I didn’t know 
about the link bus, I only heard about it by word of 
mouth. I know the information is available on the 
metro but I don’t go there”

(70+, physical impairment)

People with learning disabilities 

People with learning disabilities often claimed that they 
would rather be told information and given a simple 
written back-up of basic details rather than have to  
read it themselves.

This was frequently confirmed by these residents’ 
carers/personal assistants.

“My son would never read information himself –  
I would read it to him”

(50+, parent of disabled child)

The Adult and Social Care literature produced by North 
Tyneside was generally felt to provide a good template 
for producing information for those people with learning 
disabilities who do read, although there was some 
comment that this literature could be even more visual 
for this group.

Parents of disabled children

Parents of disabled children were particularly positive 
about North Tyneside’s approach to information for 
disabled children and young people.



7 Croydon  218

The project has focused thinking on how best the 
council can formalise relationships with external 
service providers and voluntary groups so they are less 
dependent on individual personalities and relationships. 
The internal project team are putting together a ‘toolkit’ 
that anyone who wants to engage with voluntary 
groups can use.   

The council will pilot Saturday opening hours as a result 
of the feedback from the customer service consultation.

In designing the service standards for resident 
care the council have tried to echo the same words 
used by residents in the open-ended element of the 
questionnaire, for example, friendly, helpful, etc, to 
ensure that they are using the same vocabulary as 
service users.

36.1  Experiences and views of the internal 
council project team

Overall

Overall the internal council project team felt the 
methods of engagement project had gone very well.

At a general level the methods of engagement work 
has successfully served to raise awareness of disability 
and barriers to information access across the council.

The project has also raised awareness of the need  
for more:

• Staff training on disability issues

• Consideration of provision of online access for 
people who are less confident with technology

• Thought and development of the database to  
allow for more tailored, targeted communication  
of information to residents.   

36. The North Tyneside project: stakeholders
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“The beach was a good one, there was a big 
promenade so lots of elderly and disabled 
people....we had a banner and it said “we want 
your views”, people were curious and trying to 
see from a distance what was going on....we 
went through the question but with open-ended 
questions so people could say what they thought”

(Council staff)    

The customer service consultation had also involved 
a lot of interviewing by other council staff – including 
library, leisure centre and home care staff – which the 
internal council project team felt had given everyone 
invaluable first hand knowledge of their residents.

“Going to where people are is an important 
principle for engagement. Staff went on a training 
programme called “Going for growth”, which 
involved going to a garden centre for people with 
learning difficulties to chat with people”

(Council staff)    

Customer service consultation

The internal council project team felt they had  
involved disabled people in the design of the customer 
service consultation questionnaire comprehensively 
and efficiently:

• The internal council had asked for input into the 
design of the questionnaire from two regular panels 
of residents – the disabilities panel and the black  
and minority ethnic panel

• The Coalition of Disabled People was involved and 
they, in turn, involved their own comprehensive user 
panel, as well as emailing the questionnaire to a wide 
range of user groups. 

The internal council team felt that the innovative 
methods they had used to reach out to residents  
had worked well and successfully served to engage 
new residents.
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The internal team felt that the approach to the  
analysis of the engagement events was less 
successful. In retrospect, it was judged not to  
have been sufficiently rigorous.

“One scribe at each event wasn’t that effective and 
the analysis wasn’t always that sophisticated”

(Council staff)    

Some of the engagement channels were also felt to 
have been more appropriate than others, for example, 
the supermarket was not thought to have worked 
because everyone was in a rush.

“The supermarket wasn’t a good idea because 
people have something they want to do and they 
don’t want to talk to you”

(Council staff)    

A key outcome from the Adult and Social care 
engagement events was a report on the future of  
Adult and Social care services.

“Everything that was said, we put down the 
evidence for each decision, so we always  
refer back to the engagement as part of our 
decision-making process”

(Council staff)    

In terms of areas for improvement in the future, the 
council team felt the question on opening hours on 
the customer service consultation questionnaire could 
have been better presented (it took the form of a table, 
asking residents to tick preferred opening/closing 
times). However, they felt there had been a tension in 
this instance between the comprehensiveness/clarity 
of the question and the need to keep it short in the 
context of the questionnaire’s large font size.

“But we didn’t want lots and lots of pages to put 
people off”

(Council staff)    

Adult and Social Care engagement events

The internal team felt that the Adult and Social Care 
engagement events project had successfully engaged 
residents in the most appropriate place, with the most 
appropriate approach. 

“Going to where people felt comfortable…We went 
along to a tea session with the Alzheimer’s society 
and also a hairdressing training session for people 
with learning disabilities.”

(Council staff)    
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36.3   Experiences and views of external 
stakeholders

Overall

External stakeholders who had not necessarily been 
directly involved in the methods of engagement project 
were, nonetheless, usually aware of the customer 
service survey and/or the Adult and Social Care 
engagement events.

There were also examples within North Tyneside of 
disabled service users who had been engaged to take 
part in relevant consultations.

Experiences of direct involvement in the project had 
generally been very positive and constructive.

In the context of the positive perceptions of current 
information provision in North Tyneside, and the feeling 
that reaching out to residents needs to be emphasised, 
external stakeholders strongly endorsed the project. 

External stakeholder relationships with the council, 
which generally emerged as good and extensive 
anyway, appeared to have been even further 
strengthened by the way the project had been executed.

The intention was for the learning from the engagement 
project to be written up and then sent out to the 
voluntary groups involved.

36.2 Experiences and views of  
other council staff

Other council staff were also very positive about the 
methods of engagement project.

A key issue to emerge from the focus on engagement 
events was felt to be the tension between cost 
effectiveness and quality of response.

Council staff recognised that there is a need to balance 
the elements that make engagement events successful, 
like the venue, refreshments, tailoring them to residents’ 
needs and providing incentives, with the realities of the 
resources available. 
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A pan-impairment organisation, which is led by a 
disabled person, was contacted at the start of the 
project by a senior council officer and was asked to  
be involved in all aspects of the project development. 
Prior to the development of the questionnaire, the  
pan-impairment organisation was asked for its initial 
input on the nature and form of the questions that 
should be in it. A first draft of the questionnaire was 
also shown to the pan-impairment organisation  
for comment.

There was overall agreement from the pan-impairment 
organisation, and the impairment specific organisations 
they consulted, that the questionnaire was accessible to 
most and that any feedback given on the questionnaire 
had been taken into account (the exception being 
requests for the omission of the question about sexual 
orientation).

“Between us we all have a very broad range of 
skills we can bring to the table – it’s a question of 
everyone respecting each other and using each 
other’s talents”

(Stakeholder)

All the organisations recruited for the research using a 
free-find method (rather than as the result of contact 
details provided by the council) were generally aware 
of the project and reported positive contact with the 
council in relation to the project.

Overall, external stakeholders generally felt that North 
Tyneside council was trying to improve and build on 
relationships all the time. 

The evidence from this research, as well as North 
Tyneside’s own research, was that external stakeholder 
involvement (in both the customer service consultation 
and the engagement events looking at the future of 
Adult Social Care in North Tyneside) was successful in 
focusing the attention of all parties on working together 
to facilitate more disabled people in North Tyneside 
accessing information to give them more choice and 
control in their lives.    

Customer service consultation

Disabled people, including people with a range of 
impairments, were felt to have been successfully 
involved at the very beginning of the customer  
service consultation.
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Equally, external stakeholders acknowledged that the 
council had tried to involve disabled people who did 
not normally use services (and who may not even 
recognise themselves to be disabled) by going out into 
relevant places in the community, such as the hospital 
and beach.     

The focus of the customer service consultation was 
seen by external stakeholders as being very much on 
engaging disabled people through as wide a range of 
channels as possible.

Against this context, external stakeholders were, 
generally, impressed by the effort made by the 
council to use a wide variety of relevant and 
motivating channels to distribute and administer the 
questionnaires.

External stakeholders felt the council had thought about 
the lives of disabled people and sought to match their 
engagement channels to them.

“The council really tried this time, it wasn’t just 
about stands. They really went out of their way to 
get to where people were…went to the beach and 
to talk to people where people are”

(Stakeholder) 

However, those external stakeholders representing 
people with more severe learning disabilities felt that a 
different, more qualitative approach would need to be 
taken among these individuals as they would not be 
able to access a questionnaire of this kind.

“Most of the people we see would not be able to 
fill this in – the main barrier to access with regard 
to information and people with a learning disability 
is the heavy reliance on the written word……it’s 
great that they went to people’s homes, though, 
because many [of those with learning disabilities] 
are socially isolated. But it’s no good adapting 
a questionnaire like this, you need a totally 
different approach which starts from what they are 
interested in and works out”  

(Stakeholder)

All stakeholders were happy that enough time had 
been provided for the exercise.

External stakeholders were particularly positive about 
the process the council used to work with them to 
distribute and administer the questionnaires, for 
example, using established channels/groups such 
as the PCT, the older people’s forum, the learning 
disability forum and the network of organisations 
available through the Coalition of Disabled People.
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Stakeholders were also positive about the use of 
intermediaries who already had contact with disabled 
people, such as paid carers, social workers and 
members of disability groups.

“Getting people who are already known and have 
established relationships with the person is good 
– when you have a personal relationship you are 
more likely to engage with something”

(Stakeholder) 

“I like the fact they used all the different groups 
who already knew their members to get new 
people to engage”

(Stakeholder) 

External stakeholders representing different impairment 
types generally felt that the channel and format needs 
of those with a range of different types of impairments 
had been taken into account.

They thought that interviewers administering 
questionnaires, rather than relying on people to 
complete their own, was a more appropriate way  
of conducting the research.

“They used all kinds of methods to get to people 
– they thought about their lives and where they 
would go, they went out and about, they went to 
their homes. I’m really impressed”

(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders particularly endorsed the idea of going to 
disabled people’s homes rather than expecting disabled 
people to come to the council.

“I think that it’s a good thing and that far more of 
that should be done – disabled people are often 
quite isolated and will not necessarily go out 
anywhere where they would see a questionnaire” 

(Stakeholder)

Similarly, the use of public places such as hospitals 
was strongly endorsed and felt to be a particularly 
successful method of engagement.

“We set up two stands at the front of the hospital 
and we deliberately made sure we went out 
to target disabled people and their carers and 
families – we made a lot of effort and got a lot of 
response through that method” 

(Stakeholder)  
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“It is not just about formal consultation, it is about 
continual engagement. We are picking up on 
things the whole time and telling them to key 
points of contact”

(Stakeholder)

“They are good in that they always make time”
(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders also accepted overwhelmingly that things 
were getting better and that there was a lot of activity 
and effort within the council to try to both improve and 
formalise relationships with external partners.

This was felt to have been achieved both by the internal 
council team and senior managers.

“There is a new senior manager at North Tyneside 
in community services who has been very strong 
at setting up face to face meetings with lots of 
members of the voluntary sector”

(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders were concerned that, for the results of the 
customer service survey to be properly implemented, a 
single point of responsibility for accessible information 
needed to be (re)instated within the council.

They also perceived the need for a senior single point 
of contact to focus attention on filtering principles 
through the council in a palatable form to other 
departments who do not necessarily see the obvious 
link between them and disabled people.

Stakeholders praised a series of community service 
points being planned by North Tyneside (which will be 
face to face and broader in remit than the old customer 
service desks) as evidence of the council’s ongoing 
commitment to engagement methods that reflect 
residents’ needs. 

There was some criticism that feedback from the 
customer service consultation had been slow to 
materialise, although stakeholders recognised that a lot 
was going on and any deficit in formal feedback was 
– to a certain extent – compensated for by a feeling of 
ongoing dialogue with the council on information issues.
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Beyond this, there were mixed reactions to the council 
organised event, which was a disco taking place in the 
day. Some stakeholders liked the informal approach 
to the event; however others claimed that an evening 
disco would have been better and that turn out would 
have been higher if a pre-existing nightclub popular 
with disabled people had been used to host the event.

The fact that the council intended to make use of  
pre-existing knowledge and expertise in relation to  
different user groups was strongly endorsed by  
external stakeholders, although they doubted as 
to whether this had always been done in practice. 
Specifically, it was felt that in the future more could 
be done to signpost explicitly how existing knowledge 
within user groups had been used to inform strategy,  
thinking and outcomes.  

“It may be that our event fed into the results 
of this [the final council report] but there is no 
explicit reference to the fact that it did. It’s about 
acknowledging what happened before so people 
feel listened to and that their work has been 
worthwhile. We need more communication”

(Stakeholder)  

Adult social care engagement events

External stakeholders were generally positive about  
the degree of involvement both their organisations  
and end users have had on the project.

It was felt that the council had been sensitive to the 
needs of the different user groups and had sought 
to involve each in the most appropriate way for them 
by thinking about their needs and the environment in 
which they would feel most comfortable.

“North Tyneside is improving. They successfully 
involved people with dementia in the latest 
Adult Social Care engagement through informal 
workshops….they also have a new Service and 
Carer Engagement officer”  

(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders praised the fact that North Tyneside 
conducted the engagement events in partnership  
with external stakeholders and, on occasions, used 
pre-existing forums.

Stakeholders (some of whom were themselves 
disabled) were particularly positive about the use of a 
disco for disabled people as an event because it was 
felt to reward attendees effectively, as the recompense 
was an enjoyable sociable event. 
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“It is very difficult to get different faces. Often 
the same people turn up to things....  it needs 
to become known that these events are non-
threatening, informal and it’s not ‘us and them’,  
it’s all of us learning together. You need to use 
your name and not an anonymous organisation: 
that is how to get people involved”

(Stakeholder)

The provision of printed feedback on the outputs of 
each engagement event was advocated and felt to be 
evidence of end users having been listened to.     

Stakeholders’ only consistent criticism of the events 
was that the outcome – the report on council services – 
was not made directly available to participants.

“How much of these consultation things are just so 
they can say that they have done it?”

(Stakeholder)

“No one has really mentioned it, I don’t think they 
were aware of the implications. I don’t know how 
much that is because of how it was done, or how 
much was because they [the user group] have 
learning difficulties”

(Stakeholder)

External stakeholders who had attended events were 
generally positive about them, as they perceived the 
overall turnout to have been good (lots of disabled 
people and their carers/personal assistants) and they 
were happy to see senior council representatives who 
understood the issues also attending.

Stakeholders identified a lack of events tailored to 
the needs of people with learning disabilities but they 
acknowledged that once this had been pointed out the 
council had acted to rectify this. In addition, insight was 
gathered using appropriate techniques at events for 
people with learning disabilities and the results from 
this were fed back to the council.

“We used A3 pictures with speech bubbles saying 
‘what I like to do in a day’ and ‘what I like to do  
in an evening’ and a video box, so that people  
can go into a booth and talk about services and 
their needs” 

(Stakeholder)

In addition, some stakeholders felt that people with 
learning disabilities need to feel that they have been 
personally invited to events if they are to feel confident 
enough to take part.
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However, the external stakeholder spoken to as part of 
this process felt that they and their service users had 
been listened to and that the council had responded  
to feedback. 

“My view is that you don’t go to so much trouble 
unless you can influence the proposals, even just 
a little bit”

(Stakeholder)

Therefore, the council response to an initial complaint 
by external stakeholders has effectively served to 
strengthen relationships. 

“The political will is in North Tyneside to give 
people a voice”

(Stakeholder)

More broadly, the council report was criticised by some 
as lacking in detail and not explicitly making the links 
between what participants said they wanted and the 
final conclusions.

Some stakeholders also thought that the report format 
was not accessible to disabled people. 

“Looking at this – most people would not be able 
to read or understand it”

(Stakeholder)

In addition, some of those who had seen the report felt 
it had more to do with council finances and that they 
did not reflect the results of the consultation. 

Some external stakeholders also felt that participants had 
not been sufficiently informed of the decisions that might 
emerge from the engagement event and that, if they had 
been, they would have given different responses.

Some stakeholders commented initially that some key 
groups had been absent from the events, namely some 
of those using services proposed to be shut down.

As a direct result of this complaint, additional research 
was commissioned. This research was jointly designed 
by the council and an external stakeholder and involved 
32 group meetings. An option was provided to meet 
people individually or for people to talk with a service 
provider on the telephone, via email or in writing.

“It succeeded because it was lengthy, it was 
meaningful, there was a lot of choice in there, so it 
wasn’t a case of: this is one meeting, come to that”

(Stakeholder)

The additional research had to be conducted in a very 
short timescale and incurred extra cost due to the 
overtime and expenses involved.
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However, the fact that the outcomes of the survey/
events had failed to be communicated at all (the 
survey) or in an appropriate fashion (the engagement 
events) at the time of the research meant that new and 
existing resident relationships that had been cultivated/
developed by the project were, at best, not being 
exploited and, at worse, were being lost.

Other residents, who had not been involved in the 
methods of engagement project, also felt that it was 
a very good idea and would have been keen to have 
been involved given the chance.

Customer service consultation

Residents who had taken part in the customer service 
consultation were very positive about the experience.

“I think it’s good to be asked these things”
(60+, physical impairment)

Overview

Overall the project successfully managed to engage 
residents who were already registered as disabled with 
social services and using council services, as well as 
those who had not previously been engaged.

Involvement in the project, in the form of completing  
the customer service questionnaire and/or attending  
an Adult Social Care engagement event had served  
to make residents feel more involved and valued by  
the council.

Both the customer service and engagement event 
initiatives were felt to have been well executed and 
administered by the council. This has had the positive 
result of making residents feel more inclined to get 
involved in the future.

37. The North Tyneside project: residents
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“This is what they should be doing – they should 
send everyone one through the post, but they 
should come and visit you as well because not 
everyone will be able to fill one in if they get one 
through the post”

(70+, physical impairment)  

Residents generally liked the questionnaire and felt it to 
be accessible. Consistent positives highlighted included 
that it was:

• Short

• Easy

• Well phrased

• Well designed, with good use of tick boxes so there 
was no need to write too much.

A minority of (mostly older) residents criticised some of 
the questions, including:

• The multiple tick box question, which some found 
confusing

• The question around opening hours, which some 
misunderstood and led them to temper their answers 
based on when they felt it was fair for council staff to 
work rather than when they wanted the office open

Methods of engagement they mentioned included:

• Being alerted to the questionnaire through their 
social worker

• Filling one in at the hospital

• Receiving one through the post

• Completing one with a door-to-door interviewer

• Disabled daughter receiving one through her  
day centre

• Picking one up at the local registry office. 

Residents were particularly positive about the fact  
that the questionnaire was experienced as coming  
to the resident, as they felt this removed a key 
barrier that had been identified in relation to current 
information provision.  

“I didn’t mind. She was very nice [interviewer]… 
I think it’s better at home…you’re comfortable  
and you’ve got the time”

(50+, long-term health condition) 
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One resident had been asked if she wanted to take part 
in a forum when she had completed a questionnaire 
and she had refused due to lack of time.

“At the end, I was asked if I wanted to go to a 
forum – I said no because I wouldn’t have time. 
I would need to know that it would be directly 
relevant to me and my needs [if I were to agree]”

(40+, long-term health condition)

Adult Social Care engagement project

Residents who had attended one of the engagement 
events were extremely positive about them because: 

• They were informal and so residents felt put at ease

• A senior member of the council was present to 
explain issues and answer questions.

Like external stakeholders, some residents felt that the 
disco for disabled people should have been scheduled 
during the evening.

“I hate it when they do that – it’s like anyone with a 
disability can’t go out in the evening!”
 (30+, learning disability) 

• The question about sexuality, which some thought 
very off-putting, leading them to claim they would not 
complete the questionnaire at all.

All said they would not ask for an alternative format 
even though one was available and that they would 
prefer to ask for help filling in the questionnaire they 
already had.

At the time of the research evaluation (October 2007) 
residents were not aware of the outcomes of the 
customer service consultation and there was a feeling 
that they should have had some feedback by this point.

“I think we should know something by now – 
otherwise what’s the point of taking part?”

(50+, long-term health condition)

“I’d like to know what happened afterwards and 
evidence that the views of the majority had been 
acted on”

(40+, visual impairment)

Residents felt that a simple letter or entry in the regular 
newsletter detailing the results and any decision 
they contributed to would be the best methods of 
communicating the outcomes.
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As for the customer service consultation, at the time 
of research evaluation, (October 2007) participants 
in the Adult Social Care engagement project were 
disappointed they had not been personally contacted 
since the event and told of the outcomes.

This had served to de-motivate attendees, which  
led some to claim that they were less likely to attend 
in the future.

“If you put all that effort in, you expect to hear the 
results – otherwise what’s the point?”

(40+, visual impairment)

One of the residents was the mother of a 24-year-old 
son with a learning disability who had been going to a 
day centre for over two years. She said that she had 
received a letter the previous week saying the day 
centre would be closing in one week.

“My son brought the letter back in with him and in 
the evening the lady from the town hall rang to find 
out if I had the letter but they must have known for 
weeks. Why only tell us now? They only tell you 
when it’s done and dusted. They ask your opinion 
when they’ve already decided”

(50+, parent of disabled child)

Residents who had not attended events were often 
theoretically interested in the idea, although frequently 
raised both practical and emotional barriers to 
attendance including:

• Transport

• Provision of care for partner/child

• Lack of confidence/concern about contributing  
to a public event.

Given this, residents felt strongly that the council should 
also make home visits part of future engagement 
exercises, given the number of disabled people who 
are housebound and/or do not feel comfortable/
confident about coming to an event.

“I couldn’t go to one of those – it would be too 
much effort to get there and I couldn’t leave the 
wife at home on her own”

(60+, physical impairment)

“I don’t know – you worry. If it was smaller or 
nearer to home, maybe…”

(50+, long-term health condition)
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38.2 Views of residents

Residents consistently believed that people who 
understood and cared about their needs had been 
involved from the start when looking at this literature.

“It shows an understanding of what people want”
(30+, learning disability)

“Written by someone who knows what people are 
looking for”

(60+, physical disability)

“I wouldn’t have thought of the council producing 
this. It seems more like it would come from a 
disability group – I don’t think of the council doing 
this sort of touchy feely stuff” 

(50+, long-term health condition)

“It looks like real people have helped design this: 
involving disabled people is good because it’s not 
like one person can think of everything”

(40+, long-term health condition)

38.1 Views of external stakeholders

Most stakeholders were very positive about the Adult 
and Social literature, feeling that the execution of the 
literature conformed very well to the five principles. 

However, some stakeholders did express surprise 
that the literature was not higher profile and that more 
people were not aware of it.    

A minority of stakeholders focused on people with 
learning disabilities felt that more could have been  
done specifically to meet the needs of this group.

“I think there should be more pictures and there is 
still too much description”      

(External stakeholders)

38. The Adult Social Care literature
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• Presentation: good use of colours and visuals,  
which aid understanding.

“I would be able to give this directly to my disabled 
daughter and she would understand – it’s in large 
print and at her level. Why can’t we have this 
approach for all literature?”

(40+, parent of disabled child)

There was, however, some criticism that the different 
leaflets all looked too similar and that it was difficult to 
differentiate between them.

“There are too many that look the same” 
(60+, physical impairment)

The use of signposting on the literature was particularly 
liked, many residents advocating the:

• Focus on useful local addresses related to relevant 
services (including direct lines)

• Inclusion of single point of contact name

• Inclusion of map.

In addition, residents thought that it looked as though 
end users had been consulted about the literature. 

“It looks like it has been road-tested”
(50+, visual impairment) 

Residents specifically commented positively on the fact 
that they were given the opportunity to give feedback 
on it.

There was relatively low awareness of the Adult Social 
Care literature among the target audience talked to, 
leading some residents to query whether the literature 
had been promoted and through which channels it  
was available.

Residents endorsed the fact the literature was available 
in other formats (although none had asked for an 
alternative format).

This literature was consistently praised as meeting 
users’ needs. Key positives related to:

• Copy: simple but not patronising, short and to the 
point, easy to understand

• Structure: well set out
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“It’s great that you can get straight through to a 
particular housing association rather than being 
passed from pillar to post”

(50+, hearing impairment)

“I never knew there was this group in this area”
(50+, parent of disabled child)

“It gives you the address and direct telephone 
number, which is much more straightforward” 

(40+, long-term health condition) 

However, the precision of this printed information, 
and the inclusion of particular points of contact, was 
also recognised as having the critical disadvantage of 
meaning information may quickly become out of date.  
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• Disabled people feeling like equal citizens

• Longevity of information, namely that it is still being 
used over time.

39.2 Residents

Indicators of the success of the project suggested by 
residents included:

• Greater general awareness (citizens and council 
staff) of the issues that disabled people have to  
cope with in the borough and their rights

• Greater awareness that the information is out there

• Better/more tailored service to disabled residents  
by customer service staff, whether by telephone or 
face to face  

• Information being easier to find 

• Feel more informed/have greater peace of mind/feel 
safer and more secure/feel socially involved

39.1 Stakeholders

Indicators of the success of the project suggested  
by stakeholders included:

• The five principles put down and adhered to  
over time

• The monitoring and evaluation of the five principles 
over time

• Embedding the five principles across the  
corporate structure

• Fewer residents with formal complaints

• The extent to which information is accessed by  
the disabled person (as opposed to a carer or 
significant other)  

• The extent to which information is actually used

• Awareness, and understanding, of critical points  
of communication such as disability payments 

39. Suggested baseline measures should stakeholders wish to measure 
progress in future years
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• Evidence that feedback from residents is being 
listened to and is influencing decisions/automatic 
opportunity to feed back after contact with the 
council/get feedback in good time

• Able to get in touch with the council more  
easily/able to get through to the right person  
more easily and quickly

• Provision of single point of contact, not passed  
from ‘pillar to post’

• Successful implementation of guaranteed  
response times

• Service standards on what will happen if take  
part in a consultation/engagement event  

• People with learning disabilities give their view,  
know who heard it, see the output and know what 
happens as a result

• Knowing about direct payments.
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Catalyst for action and focus

Stakeholders consistently thought that the five 
principles had served as an invaluable catalyst 
to thinking about, and prompting activity around, 
improving information provision for disabled people. 

All felt that more energy and creativity had been 
applied to the topic as a result of the focus that the 
accessible information projects and the five principles 
had provided.

“Absolutely brilliant – really useful”
(Council staff)  

Development of strategy

The five principles emerged as most useful for,  
and easiest to apply within, strategic reviews focusing 
on re-drafting all information provision.

40.  Overall benefits of the  
five principles

Framework against which to work

All four local authorities involved in the projects 
endorsed the existence of principles per se as providing 
a valuable framework against which information 
provision to disabled people can be thought about. 

Scope of the content of the principles

Stakeholders felt that the principles comprehensively 
covered all of the key issues in relation to information 
provision to disabled people.

9  Learning from all four projects for the 
five principles



9 Learning from all four projects for the five principles  239

“They served as a reference to check and remind 
ourselves we were on the right track and not 
missing anything”

(Council staff)

The principles proved more difficult to apply in totality 
when a project focused on a particular aspect of 
information provision, such as methods of engagement 
or a website.

This seemed to be because the five principles, as 
expressed, were not sufficiently accessible or easy to 
use, detailed and there was insufficient guidance on 
how to use them.
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all information, but in an accessible form, or whether 
it should only cover information directly relevant to 
disabled people in accessible form:

• Stakeholders in Cheshire were clear, for example, 
that all information would be covered in the fully 
integrated directory

• Croydon intended the scope of information on 
the website to relate more specifically to disability 
information needs (although this latter approach 
does raise challenges about what is covered or not 
within information intended only for disabled people).      

Prioritisation of the five principles by senior 
management and staff

Stakeholders thought that it would be easier to get 
senior management to see the benefit of implementing 
the five principles if they were positioned as general  
in focus, as opposed to concentrating on a single group 
of residents. 

Principles for information provision for  
disabled people versus principles for  
accessible information for all

At an overall level, there was a strong and consistent 
feeling across all four projects that successful 
application of the five principles would lead to better 
information for everyone.

However, stakeholders also felt it was critical that the 
principles should not lose their focus on accessible 
formats and that, within a general set of principles, 
accessible formats should be given priority. There was, 
therefore, particular interest in formats such as Easy 
Read, which were felt to enhance accessibility  
for everyone.     

Principles for information provision for  
disabled people

Within the context of information provision to disabled 
people, there was much debate about whether 
information provision to disabled people should cover 

41. Overall issues emerging from application of the five principles
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With specific regard to organisations that specialise 
in accessible information, stakeholders thought it was 
critical that the communication of the five principles 
more explicitly takes into account the prior existence of 
frameworks and guidance in use, as these may already 
be highly developed.

Who is going to use the five principles?

The way that the principles are currently expressed 
triggered local authorities to assume that the principles 
were for their use. Often this also led to steering 
groups not taking ownership of the principles, so these 
groups were not monitoring and policing local authority 
implementation of the principles.

However, external stakeholders often talked about 
there being a significant opportunity to develop both the 
communication and marketing of the principles, as well 
as the principles themselves, so that they can be used 
by anyone, not only local authorities, as a guide for 
developing accessible information. 

They believed that this would be particularly important 
in the context of the need to improve partnership 
working to deliver accessible information successfully.

In addition, they believed that staff would be more likely, 
and would find it easier, to apply the principles if they 
were applicable to everyone.

Having said this, stakeholders also felt that the legal 
obligations to provide accessible information to 
disabled people provide a strong impetus to action  
and they wanted this to be continually emphasised  
in any communication to senior management.   

Putting the five principles into a  
broader framework

Stakeholders felt that emphasis should be placed on 
communicating the flexibility of the five principles and 
providing support relating to how the five principles  
can be best used in conjunction with approaches  
that already exist within and beyond local authorities, 
for example:

• County council value statements

• Needs/commitments of different service  
provider teams 

• Principles and approaches to accessible  
information used by the voluntary sector/other 
information providers.
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This lack of detail meant that there was a general 
tendency for stakeholders to feel that the principles  
are ‘sensible but not telling you anything new’.

This was especially true for people with extensive 
experience in providing information to disabled  
people, including both internal council staff and  
external stakeholders, particularly specialist  
information providers.

Helping stakeholders use the five principles 
both when information provision is evolving and 
on specific information provision projects  

Many stakeholders talked about the importance of 
presenting the principles as useable within an evolving 
context and taking into account that on many (most) 
occasions the challenge will be to improve existing 
provision rather than start from scratch.

“They need to be a lot more detailed. And the 
thing is, most of the time you will not be starting 
from scratch so there needs to be much more 
emphasis on how to improve what you’ve got”

(Stakeholder)

Specialist information providers and people expert 
in providing information to people with particular 
impairments felt that the five principles should be flexible 
enough to incorporate their knowledge. Additionally, 
they talked about wanting the principles to facilitate, 
rather than lead, the information development process. 

Stakeholders felt that the principles should be 
positioned and communicated in a way that 
more explicitly recognises the fact that voluntary 
organisations/ information providers are often likely 
to have most expertise in the area of information 
provision to disabled people.

Guidance on how to use the principles

Stakeholders felt there was a need to provide more 
upfront guidance on how to use the principles and how 
to establish which principles are relevant, when, to 
whom and why.

Providing enough detail within the five 
principles

While stakeholders thought the principles comprehensive 
in terms of the range of topics covered, they did not feel 
there was enough detail provided on individual topics 
within the principles, as they are currently expressed.
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“The thing about them is that they are not very 
accessible themselves – especially the last three: 
they are not that clear”

(Council staff)

There was recognition that the principles will inevitably, 
to a certain extent, be inter-related and should be 
approached as a package but – as they are expressed 
at the moment – stakeholders thought that the 
differences and relationships between principles do  
not emerge as sufficiently clear.

Stakeholders talked about there being a need to think 
more about how best to communicate and describe the 
principles in a memorable fashion in order to optimise 
engagement and uptake.

Specific issues that emerged included:

• The title for each principle

• How to best illustrate the relationship between  
the principles

Communication and accessibility of the  
five principles

Most of the stakeholders who were involved with the 
projects could not remember the five principles and this 
clearly reduced the likelihood of them being used, or 
referred to, on an ongoing basis.  

“The content is excellent but I can’t remember 
them and I’ve been working with them!” 

(Council staff)

“Can you remind me of them again…were we 
given these?”

(Advisory Reference Group member) 

More specifically, the first two principles (‘directly 
involve disabled people from the start’ and ‘provide 
information through a range of channels and formats’) 
were often the (sole) focus of stakeholders’ attention. 

This was partly because it was less immediately 
clear exactly to what the final three principles referred 
(‘ensure your information meets users’ needs’, 
‘clearly signpost other services’ and ‘always define 
responsibility for information provision’).
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Reflecting this attitudinal context, stakeholders wanted 
the principles to focus more on the importance of 
monitoring, reviewing and evolving information in 
response to residents’ needs on an ongoing basis, 
rather than putting so much stress on the start of the 
process. Although, having said this, stakeholders 
fully recognised the rationale for stating ‘ensure that 
disabled people are involved from the start’.    

“You need to be able to think about information 
provision in a natural order. I think the principles 
need to be able to help you do that better than 
they do at the moment”

(Stakeholder)

Different versions of the five principles

Stakeholders believed that a more detailed version of 
the five principles would be invaluable as a reference 
document that all public service organisations could 
use as a template to refer to in the future. 

• The language used to express the detail of  
each principle

• How to best trigger emotional engagement  
with both the set of principles, and with each 
individual principle.

Thinking about the five principles in the context of  
an information provision cycle

Stakeholders felt there was scope for the development 
of a practical tool to help organisations think about the 
five principles in the context of an overall information 
planning process. 

The key stages of the planning process to  
emerge were:

• Engage and involve

• Inform  

• Embed.13

13  This is the framework we have used for structuring some of the 
feedback from residents in Chapters V-VIII, as defined on p42  
and in the Glossary on p7-8.
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The ease of application, and perceived relevance, of 
the five principles varied greatly across the four local 
authority projects, given their different contexts. These 
varied according to: 

• The extent to which the projects had been conceived 
as strategic/over-arching versus whether they were 
more practical/specific  

• The focus of the project in terms of the particular 
point in the information cycle. 

Arguably, the principles as they currently stand are 
easier to apply to more strategic/general projects and to 
projects which are focused towards the mid-point of the 
information cycle, as illustrated by the following diagram.

Beyond this, some stakeholders requested a set 
of simple rules to be developed from the principles 
(and/or different aspects of the principles depending 
on focus/job role) that could be consistently used 
across all aspects of national, local and voluntary 
information provision. They thought that this could 
create consistency and help to embed awareness of 
accessible information principles beyond those directly 
involved with it. 

These stakeholders felt it would be critical for these 
rules to be engaging and involving, to bring the 
principles to life.

Differences in application and relevance of the  
five principles across each of the accessible 
information projects.
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thought about and applied in a reflective fashion.  
As illustrated by the following diagram, Surrey’s  
project was highly consonant with the principles.

Therefore, Surrey found the five principles easiest 
to apply and implement, as the focus there was an 
internal strategic review which effectively allowed the 
council to start the information development process 
from scratch. Hence each of the principles could be 

Information cycle
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a channel that was not fully endorsed by some of the 
disabled stakeholders involved in the project.  

The relationship between these two projects and the 
five principles is illustrated by the following diagram. 

Application of the five principles was most challenging 
in Cheshire and Croydon where the projects were 
much more focused on specific practical initiatives.

The Croydon project was, without doubt, the most 
challenging project due to its online focus, as this was 

Information cycle
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information principles should begin and end. 
Interestingly, engagement was consistently identified 
as absolutely critical to getting access to information by 
disabled residents. The relationship of this project with 
the five principles is illustrated as follows.

The North Tyneside internal project team and external 
stakeholders believed that the five principles were less 
relevant to them, as their focus was on methods of 
engagement, which they believed constituted a step 
before the development of accessible information. 
This, in itself, raised the issue of where accessible 

Information cycle

Engage & 
involve

Inform

Embed

ODI’s fi ve principles

Theoretical/strategic/general Project focus Practical/specifi c

Cheshire project
•  Establish a fully integrated 

directory, featuring details 
of services and how to 
access them, covering 
a wide range of public 
authorities in Cheshire.

Croydon project
•  Develop brief & business 

case for Independent 
Living Centre website
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Information cycle
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The future scope of the five principles

Stakeholders agreed that there needed to be clarity 
over the scope of the five principles, specifically 
where they start and finish in terms of the information 
provision cycle.

Balance of the five principles against practical 
resource (financial and time)

There was a broad debate across all of the projects 
about balancing the implementation of the five 
principles against available finance and resource. 
Stakeholders thought that these issues should be 
directly addressed when communicating the five 
principles in the future.

This topic was particularly relevant to discussions about:

• The provision of alternative formats, especially Braille

• Channel strategy, given that online information  
is cost effective and efficient but may not be 
accessible for all disabled people.     
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Other stakeholders did not necessarily feel this as 
strongly, with some being of the view that someone 
without a specific impairment may be better able to 
look at the broader picture.  

It was acknowledged by many stakeholders that the 
specific focus on ‘from the start’ had been stressed 
within the principle as a result of this not having 
happened in the past. However, they also thought it 
was critical to communicate the importance of involving 
disabled people throughout the process and on an 
ongoing basis.

“Why from the start – why not at the beginning, 
middle and end?”

(Stakeholder)

This was the principle that was also most likely to 
lead stakeholders to query directly why the principle 
specifically references disabled people rather than 
the group of residents, whoever they are, that the 
information is to be provided for. 

42.1 Concept 

This principle was a focus of debate across all of  
the projects. 

Directly involve disabled people right from the start.

Stakeholders felt it to be absolutely critical (and 
obvious) that disabled people should be involved  
in information provision for disabled people if their 
needs were to be met.

More specifically, stakeholders debated whether this 
meant that the involvement had to be directly from 
a disabled person or whether the involvement could 
come from a person who was not disabled themselves 
but who was representing the interests of disabled 
people in some way.

Disabled people, generally, felt strongly that it was 
critical that representatives should all be disabled 
themselves.

42. Principle one: ensure that disabled people are involved from the start
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• Information providers, such as CAB/other specialist 
information bureaux and libraries

• Voluntary sector

• Borough and district councils

• External consultants with specific expertise relevant 
to the project in question.  

With specific regard to the PCTs and the borough and 
district councils, there was strong evidence from the 
research that there is a need to focus on recognising 
the importance of these relationships to the successful 
provision of accessible information to disabled people.

Allow enough time to involve disabled  
people thoroughly

The projects tried to allow enough time to implement 
this element of the principle as best they could but they 
were often hindered by the final project deadline and 
other practical resource issues.  

This, in itself, served to highlight the conflict between 
following the principles and other demands of the 
broader context or situation local authorities find 
themselves in.

“It should be involving the correct people from the 
start in anything you’re doing, whether it’s disabled 
people, people for whom English is not their first 
language…Because the reality is, if you provide 
information to people for whom English is not their 
first language, people with literacy difficulties, 
disabled people, children, older people – whatever 
the groups are that have issues around the 
provision of information – then you’ll get it right  
for everyone” 

(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders felt that it was equally important that other 
key partners were actively involved from the start and 
throughout the process too if knowledge/ expertise 
were to be properly harnessed, the commitment of all 
relevant parties secured and outcomes acted on.

Key partners frequently mentioned included:

• Elected councillors

• Senior management

• Other council staff

• Other public authorities, such as PCTs, the police 
and fire service
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A consistent theme that arose was the need to manage 
the relationship between disabled people and other 
stakeholders so that an atmosphere of mutual respect 
and understanding is created.

Within this, some disabled stakeholders felt that, as a 
matter of principle, any disabled people who became 
involved should be financially rewarded for their time. 
This was especially the case where they expected to 
spend a significant amount of time on the project, for 
example, administering and distributing the accessible 
information survey and eliciting user feedback. 
However, others believed that emotional incentives, 
such as feeling valued and listened to were sufficiently 
motivating to ensure their participation.

Stakeholders also talked about the need to set the 
objectives of projects clearly at the outset and to 
manage expectations, so that project members 
are aware of what the project is and is not about. 
Stakeholders noted this as particularly relevant for 
disabled people new to the process, as their natural 
inclination is to focus on their own disability rather than 
taking a broader perspective.

Involve disabled people with a range of impairments 
and other characteristics to get a clear idea of  
their needs.

All of the projects had attempted to do this and had 
encountered a large number of challenges.

There were many issues relating to how to engage 
with disabled people in the first place, particularly 
among certain groups that local authorities traditionally 
find hard to engage, such as people from black and 
minority ethnic communities and young people. 

The principle of ‘going to them rather than summoning 
them to us’, detailed in the North Tyneside project, 
emerged as critical to successful engagement. 

Face to face engagement was highlighted as highly 
beneficial for forming an initial relationship, especially 
when the precise role, relevance and benefit of 
engagement were communicated to individuals.  

From stakeholders’ perspective, this principle also 
raised the issue of how best to engage a wide range  
of disabled people who have the time and inclination  
to be involved.  
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42.2 Application

Surrey

Surrey purposefully chose not to decide on the scope 
and aims of the project until after consulting external 
stakeholders, hence disabled people were truly 
involved from the start of the project. 

A very wide range of external stakeholders were invited 
to an initial stakeholder workshop on the basis of 
having expressed an interest in information provision at 
the time of the previous Equality and Diversity project.

An Advisory Reference Group was set up, comprising 
interested parties who had taken part in the workshop, 
and this group inputted into the project throughout  
the process.

The Advisory Reference Group was chaired by a 
disabled person and provided representation of a wide 
range of impairment types and other characteristics.

There was a strong focus on delivering materials in 
accessible formats to Advisory Reference Group 
members during the course of the project, which  
was facilitated by the presence on the project team  
of external consultants with expertise in this area.

Clearly, if disabled people are to be involved in these 
processes, their accessibility needs have to be met and 
some of the projects experienced issues around this. 

In particular, people with physical and sensory 
impairments and learning disabilities were least likely  
to be well catered for. 

Key needs to take into account included: arranging 
meetings far enough in advance; ensuring venue 
accessibility; providing transport if needed; running 
meetings so they are accessible to all; and ensuring 
materials used at or resulting from meetings are 
accessible. 

Act on the outcomes of involving  
disabled people

Feeling listened to and that their views have been acted 
on, strongly contributes to disabled people feeling 
valued and respected as part of this type of process. 

However, the research revealed that this element of the 
principle could prove particularly challenging if there is 
an insurmountable conflict between an element of the 
project objective/focus and what disabled people want to 
happen, as happened on occasion in the local projects. 
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There was only one person who was known to be 
disabled on the steering group. However, individual 
members of the steering group consulted with their 
networks throughout the project and disabled residents 
were invited to events during the course of the project.

The council facilitated the project and the steering 
group took all of the major decisions relating to the 
project. They all felt that they had been listened to.

The individual voluntary organisations represented 
on the steering group were each going to organise 
their own individual launch of the directory within their 
boroughs and districts.

Steering group members were paid for their time and 
any expenses incurred.

All stakeholders felt there was a lack of clarity about 
what would happen to the fully integrated directory 
after the end of the ODI Accessible Information project 
but they hoped that the public authorities would take 
ownership of it.       

Advisory Reference Group members felt that they 
had been fully involved at the end of the process and 
specifically thought that this project had achieved 
involvement to a much greater extent than other 
projects they had experienced.

Stakeholders very much wanted involvement to 
continue at the end of the project and were focused  
on Advisory Reference Group members being in a 
position to monitor whether the action points generated 
from the project had actually been implemented.    

Cheshire

Cheshire set up a steering group at the beginning of its 
project, comprising representatives from six voluntary 
organisations located in different boroughs and districts 
within the county.

The steering group members were also chosen on the 
basis of the specific expertise and experience they 
could bring to a project focused on the development  
of a directory. 

The organisations were selected to represent a fairly 
wide range of impairments. 
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There was some tension between the project objectives 
(the original broad project objectives narrowed to 
a focus on online information) and the views of the 
steering group. This led to the disabled members not 
always believing they were being listened to. 

At the end of the ODI Accessible Information project 
a website brief had been developed and there was an 
intention to take the project further. However, it was 
unclear how the project would be funded and who 
would drive it. 

Disabled steering group members were prepared to 
follow the project through but only if the focus could  
be on making the website as accessible as possible  
and providing alternative formats to supplement the 
site. However, there was a lack of clarity as to how  
this would be achieved.

Croydon

Croydon set up a steering group at the beginning of 
the project, comprising: internal council staff and local 
voluntary organisations of disabled people of all ages 
and from local public sector health and social care 
organisations. External website consultants were also 
invited onto the group once the objectives had been set.

There were three disabled members of the group, 
including the Chair, Vice Chair and a further core 
member of the group. Impairments directly represented 
on the steering group included a severe physical 
impairment, a severe visual impairment and a severe 
learning disability. 

The steering group suffered from a lack of continuity of 
attendance and a small group formed the core team. 

The disabled members of the group were acting on a 
voluntary basis, which led to problems in them being 
able to give sufficient time to fulfil all of the project 
requirements. This was a particular issue in relation to 
consulting their user networks and administering and 
distributing the accessible information survey.
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The council did not always provide accessible  
materials during the course of the project: an example 
of this was the council report on the engagement 
events. There were also complaints that the results  
of these events had not been analysed rigorously 
enough, however, North Tyneside registered and  
acted to address these criticisms.    

One of the outputs from the project was specific 
guidance on managing and developing partnership 
working between the local authorities and other 
external stakeholders.   

Residents

The clear focus of the North Tyneside project was to 
involve residents using a general customer service 
survey, with an emphasis on engaging the full range  
of residents including disabled people.

An additional aim was to involve people registered  
as disabled via engagement events and other 
qualitative methods.

North Tyneside

Stakeholders

North Tyneside led the project from within the council 
and did not set up a specific steering group.

Instead, it used established relationships with a very 
wide range of disabled people and other stakeholders 
to input throughout the project.

It also used established internal council panels and 
external stakeholder networks to involve and consult 
with disabled people during the course of the project.

The nature of North Tyneside’s external relationships is 
such that there is ongoing communication and dialogue 
with a full range of stakeholders. 

The external stakeholders felt listened to, as evidenced 
by changes to the project that the council made  
as it evolved. For example, North Tyneside 
commissioned more research among care home 
residents following complaints that their views had  
not been taken into account during the Adult and  
Social Care consultation events.
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The result for North Tyneside Council was an 
exceptionally high response rate from disabled  
people and the involvement of previously unengaged 
disabled people.  

It was notable, however, that some residents who took 
part in the customer service survey in North Tyneside 
remained discontent with the lack of feedback they had 
received. They felt that they should have had feedback 
within a couple of months of the survey, probably 
through a generally available council newsletter.

Specifically, residents wanted the consultation to be 
communicated in a transparent fashion and for a direct 
link to be made between the feedback/input given and 
the action taken as a result.

This lack of feedback led end users to feel less valued, 
therefore, less likely to contribute in the future or to 
encourage others to contribute.

The North Tyneside Council successfully achieved  
its aim by employing a range of engagement  
methods including:

• Capitalising on established relationships with both 
pan-impairment and impairment specific partners 
and using these to distribute and administer a 
questionnaire

• Investing in a series of engagement and other 
involving qualitative events, such as a disco, involving 
senior council staff, where end users felt listened to 
and feedback was demonstrably given

• Choosing to go to residents proactively, rather than 
expecting them to come to the council. This was 
done by going to places residents frequent in their 
day to day lives, at times when it would be suitable 
for them to be interviewed, for example, at home, at 
the beach, at garden centres

• Capitalising on established relationships that 
disabled people had with trusted intermediaries,  
such as carers/social workers.
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It should be noted that residents who are relatively 
uninvolved with the council and council services and/
or who lead busy lives did not necessarily want to 
be involved in consultation on information provision, 
although they may be interested in the information 
aspect of a specific local service that has relevance  
to them.

Some residents suggested – some very enthusiastically 
– that resident champions within local communities 
could be used to run research programmes and act  
as hubs to recruit participants.
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Individual project teams had conducted the accessible 
information surveys themselves and had faced a range 
of challenges, including: 

• How to engage with different groups of residents, 
especially those that local authorities typically find 
hard to engage 

• The value (but also cost) of qualitative, face to face 
approaches which involve going to the resident 
rather than the other way around

• The time it takes to elicit high quality findings

• The skill involved in the development of accessible 
questionnaires

• The need to make participants feel valued and that  
it is worth their time and effort taking part.

Consider using a range of channels and formats  
for information.

43.1 Concept

Stakeholders felt that this principle was at the absolute 
heart of providing of accessible information to disabled 
people. In its current form, they thought that it covered 
most of the issues specific to information provision of 
this kind.

“True but it’s very broad – virtually everything to do 
with accessible information is in that one”

(Stakeholder)

Some stakeholders believed that the legal obligation 
to make information accessible by providing it through 
a range of channels and formats should be explicitly 
emphasised.

Consider your audiences’ access requirements

This was felt to be a principle that all of the projects 
had attempted to address, either via their accessible 
information survey or, in the case of Surrey, a 
stakeholder workshop.

43. Principle two: provide information through a range of channels and formats
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“There is nothing to highlight the importance of 
publicising the information in the first place – that’s 
the most important thing: making sure disabled 
people know it’s there”

(Stakeholder) 

Stakeholders thought there was a need to define  
more clearly the full scope of what falls within the 
channels and formats definition, for example, they 
distinguished between:

• ‘Engagement methods/distribution channels’ 
public services use to create awareness of the 
existence of information in the first place, for example

 –  availability of information at relevant points within 
the community, such as community notice boards/
centres, leisure centres, supermarkets, bingo, etc

 –  oral presentation through intermediaries, such  
as GPs/social workers

 –  personalised provision of information using 
methods like targeted in home visits and  
personally addressed letters

Stakeholders endorsed the reference to the need to 
provide a wide range of channels and formats but, as 
expressed, they also felt it to be extremely broad and 
unfocused in remit.

While stakeholders praised the idea of using a very 
wide range of channels, they also thought that the 
value many disabled people place on face to face 
contact and information coming to them should be 
stressed and not be forgotten.

Equally, some stakeholders requested guidance 
on how to balance the provision of a wide range 
of channels and formats with cost efficiency and 
effectiveness.

There are also issues around this principle as, in 
reality, some (more specific projects) may be focusing 
on delivering information through a single channel, or 
limited channels, such as the web.

Stakeholders also frequently commented on the 
importance of publicising the existence of information, 
both to staff and residents, and that this constitutes a 
serious omission from the principles. 
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 – Structure 

	 	 •	clear	structure	with	headings	if	appropriate

	 	 •	bullets	

	 	 •	use	of	page	numbers	

	 	 •	simple	cross-referencing	

	 	 •	well	structured	indexing	

 – Presentation

	 	 •	matt	paper

	 	 •	good	tonal	contrast

	 	 •	graphics	assisting	understanding	of	the	text

	 	 •	sans	serif	of	at	least	12	points	for	standard	copy

	 	 •	left	justified	text.

 –  partnership working with information providers/
voluntary sector/ other public bodies

 – Disability Equality Training   

• ‘Navigation services’ residents use as a central 
point to find information on public services, for 
example, customer service, directories, websites

• ‘Channels’ public services provide to allow end 
users to access information, for example, phone 
(including textphone), DVD or CD-ROM, face to 
face, website, email, text

• ‘Alternative formats’ public services provide, for 
example, large print, Easy Read, audio tape or CD, 
Braille, Makaton/other symbol systems, video with 
audio description, subtitles, BSL 

• ‘Standard good practice’ public services provide to 
ensure all information is accessible, for example:

 – Style (content)

	 	 •	use	of	Plain	English	(Crystal	Mark)

	 	 •	use	of	short	sentences

	 	 •	limited	and	explained	use	of	acronyms	
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• Interest in social networking and the facility to 
exchange information between end users on 
availability of local services

• The need to implement a regular maintenance 
system to make sure that web pages are regularly 
updated – especially contact details – and that pages 
are taken down as they become obsolete.

Topics relating to the telephone included:   

• The need for staff training on disability awareness

• The need to improve signposting by customer 
service telephone staff between services to  
minimise the number of calls that need to be  
made by the resident

• The importance of optimising services for people 
who are hard of hearing, for example, providing  
Type Talk and Video Relay systems

• The importance of developing systems to overcome 
difficulties with automatic telephone services    

• The need for effective provision of textphone/text 
services, for example, staff trained to deal with it

Stakeholders felt there was a role for specific guidance 
on optimising the accessibility of individual navigation 
systems and channels, in particular:

• Internet/websites

• Telephone 

• Face to face customer service.

Topics that emerged relating to the internet included:

• The need for publicity about where the internet can 
be accessed free and where help is available 

• The importance of publicising websites 

• The use of specific publicity relating to the provision 
of free PCs and training for use at home

• The potential to offer accessible online information, 
for example, through digital TV

• The value in providing online accessibility features 

• Interest in provision of a website that navigates 
residents to the information across the services that 
they need
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Councils and residents agreed that a key issue in 
relation to provision of alternative formats was that, 
even if they are available:

• They are not adequately publicised (both generally 
and within the context of specific information) 

• They are not often proactively asked for by residents 
(because residents are not confident to ask for them 
and/or provision of alternative formats typically takes 
a prohibitively long time).

All tended to raise the issue of cost in relation to 
alternative formats.

Many felt that Easy Read made information accessible 
to many and, as such, this should become standard. 

Ensure your information is clear

Keep your messages simple and avoid  
sing jargon

Stakeholders felt that these elements of the principle 
were both standard information requirements for which 
it is relatively easy to find other guidelines.

• Interest in hyperlinks that can be sent to people so 
they can look at information on a computer screen 
while staff talk it through 

• The need to offer language lines proactively

• The need to improve staff awareness of people  
with learning disabilities. 

Topics relating to face to face customer service included:

• The importance of adequate staff training in dealing 
with disabled residents and their information needs

• The need to provide sufficient privacy/a comfortable 
and unthreatening customer service environment 

• The value of staff providing tailored information 
(print-offs from websites)

• The value of mediating information provision 
(member of staff chats through) 

• The need to focus on optimising how information  
is displayed

• The importance of developing an effective  
queuing system.
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Stakeholders were concerned about the cost of printing 
a directory of this size and the speed with which it 
would go out of date.

Accessibility issues had been taken into full 
consideration when developing the directory.

The intention was to print the directory in an A5 Easy 
Read format, using point 14 font and with a maximum 
of 100 pages.

Alternative formats, such as audio, were to be available 
on request but the focus was to be on making the 
directory as accessible as possible to avoid the need 
for residents to request alternative formats. 

There was a debate about the cost effectiveness of 
making the directory available in Braille and how this 
would best be managed.   

Stakeholders decided that matt paper that does not 
bleed should be used to allow people to make notes 
on the directory, such as the name of the person they 
spoke to.

43.2 Application

Surrey

The Surrey strategic review had directly looked at 
the topic of information provision through a range of 
channels and formats and a number of action points 
were generated relating to this principle.

By the end of the project, Surrey had committed to 
specifically looking at the topic of the ‘digital divide’  
as a separate project. All hoped that the Advisory 
Reference Group would continue to be involved in  
this project as well.   

Cheshire

Cheshire had focused on a printed version of the fully 
integrated directory on the basis of access preferences 
expressed within the accessible information survey and 
by the steering group.

However, the intention was to put the directory online 
as well.
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Residents hoped that people who needed it would be 
able to get help in accessing the site and that customer 
service staff across organisations would be able to use 
the site to help residents find information.

Overall residents felt that the site would give quicker 
and easier access to information, as well as more 
control, choice and independence for disabled people.   

North Tyneside

Stakeholders felt this principle was a key consideration 
when deciding how to approach the distribution and 
administration of the survey and engagement events  
in North Tyneside.

The design of the questionnaires had clearly also  
taken this principle into account, as disabled residents 
had consistently praised the questionnaire as being 
simple, quick, easy to understand and having asked  
the right questions.

Croydon

The access requirements of disabled residents in 
Croydon were elicited as part of the project and the 
intention was to run a workshop in July 2008 to

• Explore responses from this survey further 

• Explore initial responses to the website brief

• Involve disabled people who had not been properly 
represented earlier in the project. 

Disabled residents’ responses to key proposed 
elements of the website were extremely positive.  
Its strengths were perceived as giving:

• Simple, easy access to a wide range of local 
services

• Easy access to equipment

• The opportunity to interact with others both socially 
and to exchange information about services.
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“That one’s very, very broad, it is really all of the 
others in one” 

(Stakeholder)

Reflecting this, projects tended to have focused on 
principle three less than on others.

“That one’s a catch-all for anything you haven’t 
thought of”

(Stakeholder)

“I always found it difficult to think of what to write 
[when filling in the monthly ODI report by principle] 
under that one”

(Stakeholder)

Stakeholders wanted the principle to express  
what it means for different stages in the broader 
information provision planning cycle. Suggestions  
they gave included: 

• Identify your key audiences and their needs

• Provide information through the channels and in the 
formats your audience wants

44.1 Concept

Clearly identify your key audiences and their needs

Consider structuring information by topic, life 
event or by target group

Clearly label information so it is easy to find

Involve users and test your materials to ensure 
they meet their needs

Many stakeholders felt that, as expressed, principle 
three was an amalgamation of aspects of all of the 
other four principles and so this principle was actually 
a statement of what would be achieved if the other four 
principles were adequately met.

“Well, of course, you want to meet end users’ 
needs – why wouldn’t you?”

(Stakeholder)

“It needs to go a lot deeper than that and 
explain how you can – targeting, organising 
the information, all of that, and monitoring and 
reviewing it” 

(Stakeholder)   

44. Principle three: ensure your information meets users’ needs
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44.2 Application 

Surrey

Surrey had conducted a mapping of all their current 
information in order to identify gaps in relation to  
users’ needs.

Cheshire

The decision to cluster directory entries had been 
based on the results of the accessible information 
survey conducted by the project team. 

The team decided to structure the directory by service 
and, within this, to indicate by the directory entry where 
the service was available, for example, in specific 
boroughs and districts or across the whole of Cheshire.

Individual directory entries were to be clearly  
labelled with a headline and individual telephone 
numbers provided.

A front page containing addresses of the individual 
public authorities was to be included in the front of  
the directory.

• Consider developing a central information reference 
point, such as a website, directory or telephone 
helpline 

• Find out how your key audiences want the 
information organised, for example, by topic, life 
event, life transition, target group and/or locality 

• Match your key audience needs against your current 
information provision

• Identify the gaps between what your key audience 
wants and your current information provision

• Provide information labels, titles and content 
that make it easy for disabled people to access 
information immediately and without recourse to a 
further information source  

• Use all opportunities to signpost and link to other 
information   

• Involve users in the development, testing, monitoring 
and review of material.
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The directory was to be tested by users after 
publication.     

Croydon

The external consultants working on the project had 
researched a range of websites and presented their 
view of how to optimise the accessibility of the website 
to the steering group. A preferred website had been 
chosen as the most accessible template to use for a 
local services search.

The project team intended to institute a user-centred 
design process to make sure that users were involved 
at every stage of the website development.  

North Tyneside

Stakeholders felt this principle to have been outside the 
remit of the methods of engagement project. 
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Stakeholders felt that the way this principle is 
communicated to be very council-centric, as the  
implicit assumption is that voluntary organisations/
information providers are an additional source of 
information for particular resident groups. However, 
many stakeholders believe that in reality voluntary 
organisations/ information providers are often the  
first point of contact and themselves signpost to  
council sources.  

“You need to think about where the first point 
of contact is and therefore the direction of 
signposting: you often need signposting from 
schools, community groups into the council…” 

(Stakeholder)

45.1 Concept

On the basis of the title, stakeholders felt this  
principle to be very narrow and specific compared  
with the others.

Some stakeholders also questioned the principle, as 
it is currently expressed, on the basis they felt that 
residents do not always want or need to be signposted 
to another organisation or person. 

On further exploration, stakeholders felt that the 
essence of the principle was more about partnership 
working, with signposting being one manifestation of 
this, rather than the other way around.

“For us it was more about partnerships. 
Signposting should just be part of  
partnership working”

(Stakeholder)

“Signposting on its own is not sufficient; good 
signposting comes out of good relationships”

(Stakeholder)

45. Principle four: clearly signpost other services
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A focus on signposting on whenever relevant and 
necessary was preferred to ‘use all opportunities to 
signpost and link to other information’.

Residents consistently asked to be signposted directly 
to the relevant person or place/page on a website, 
raising the issue of what happens if/when this person/
link moves.

Residents often found recent council trends to signpost 
residents to central points of contact (contact centres) 
very frustrating.

The absence of signposting to internal council 
departments was often negatively commented on.

Providing the right amount of detail when signposting 
(in terms of nature of service, eligibility, application 
process, key facts) rather than just contact details 
was identified by residents as critical. They can find 
it frustrating if they have to make contact with every 
separate organisation.

Provide advice on where to go for  
other information

Stakeholders often felt that what residents want is 
for someone to take responsibility for finding the 
appropriate information, or finding the answer to their 
question, rather than passing them onto someone else.

Hence they felt that the focus of this element of the 
principle should be more on providing advice if you 
cannot answer the question yourself.

Use all opportunities to signpost and link  
to other information

Many felt that residents did not always want to be 
signposted on to other information and that often  
they simply wanted to go to one place and to find  
the answer to their question.

However, there was also consistent recognition that 
not simply reaching a dead end when trying to find 
information was also very frustrating.
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45.2 Application

A number of issues arose when councils tried to apply 
the principle of partnership working and, within this, 
signposting in the context of the projects.

It is notable that several of these issues were not 
resolved because they required working practices and 
shared infrastructure that is not currently in existence.   

Surrey

Surrey had successfully managed to involve disabled 
people in the project via the Advisory Reference Group.

The possibility of more ongoing partnership working 
was being considered by the potential involvement of 
the same Advisory Reference Group in future related 
projects, such as one focusing on the digital divide.

Develop your links with the voluntary sector

Stakeholders thought that this was critical to successful 
information provision to disabled people.

Beyond this, they also identified the broader need to 
develop relationships with a range of key partners, and 
potential influencers, for example:

• PCTs

• Public authorities, such as the police

• Borough and district councils

• Information providers

• External consultants/experts

• Other services within the council

• Senior management and councillors.
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Croydon

The website was to be used as a navigation tool and 
hence the focus of the content was to be signposting 
on to information rather than on detailed information 
per se.

By the end of the ODI Accessible Information project 
the council and steering group members had identified 
the need for the voluntary sector to work together to 
identify gaps and overlaps in information provision.

It was also recognised that members of the project 
team/steering group would need to work together to 
raise funding for a future website. 

There were also discussions about the need for a 
website to be ‘housed’ somewhere and for someone  
to take responsibility for updating and monitoring it;  
the possibility of a voluntary organisation doing this  
was being considered.  

Cheshire

The intention was that the relationships between 
voluntary organisations and the council would  
be continued. 

When gathering information for the directory, the 
project also learnt the importance of providing an 
example completed template to maximise the likelihood 
that individual contributors will provide information to 
the same level of detail and structured in the same way.

The project identified ongoing funding and updating  
of a fully integrated directory as an emergent issue  
that would need to be resolved. There was a hope  
that public authorities would take responsibility for  
co-ordinating the funding and updating the directory  
in the future.

Specifically, the issue of updating was felt to be 
particularly challenging, especially for the paper version.   

There were also concerns about how the quality of 
information provided by different contributors could  
be guaranteed.

The intention was for the integrated directory to  
be focused on signposting rather than providing 
detailed information. 
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North Tyneside

North Tyneside had already established ongoing and 
successful partnership working between the council 
and a wide range of external stakeholders. This had 
been successfully achieved by developing relationships 
of mutual respect and the opportunity for ongoing 
dialogue so that issues are highlighted and dealt  
with on an ongoing basis.
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• Development of information provision strategy

• Creation of collective responsibility for provision of 
accessible information by embedding it in everyday 
working practices

• Provision of staff training at induction and in bite size 
chunks thereafter

• Inclusion as a staff competency

• Implementation of a policing system to ensure 
accessible information provision

• Establishing gatekeepers/accessible information 
teams within councils to make sure that all 
information is accessible

• Providing evidence of best practice that has resulted 
from accessible information provision

• Implementation of data management systems/
better use of databases which mean residents can 
automatically be sent information that is relevant to 
them, at the right time and in the right form. 

46.1 Concept

There needs to be a corporate commitment  
and accountability to improve information  
for disabled people

Resources should be clearly identified  
and allocated     

Stakeholders thought that this principle was critical 
for the successful provision of information to disabled 
people, although they felt that the principle should be 
clarified and expanded. 

 “What does that mean? It’s not very clear”
(Stakeholder)

The key manifestations of the principle were felt to be:

• Achievement of senior management buy-in (with a 
focus on legal obligations)

• The allocation of resource (time, manpower, money) 
to make it happen

46. Principle five: always define responsibility for information provision
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The project team structured the action points coming 
out of the strategic review in a way which highlighted 
their relevance and ease of implementation. This 
encouraged senior managers to accept many of the 
action points immediately.

Cheshire and Croydon 

Cheshire and Croydon were unsure about the ongoing 
ownership and funding of their projects.

North Tyneside

External stakeholders involved in the project identified 
that the implementation of an Accessible Information 
team within the council might help maintain the ongoing 
delivery of accessible information.

The project team focused on how best to help 
telephone customer service staff answer questions 
directly through more effective use of technology.   

Stakeholders considered that good partnership 
working, here again, was an intrinsic part of putting  
this principle into practice successfully.   

46.2 Application

Surrey

Surrey embedded their project in a broader project 
structure which ensured the project outcomes would be 
heard across the council and by senior management. 

There was a project sponsor who was head of 
communications and a project board comprising 
key personnel across the council, and the 
recommendations from the project were presented to 
an elected councillor, as well as senior management.  

This meant the project achieved high awareness 
across the council.

Indeed staff members were already coming to the 
internal project team with queries even though they 
had not formally been identified as champions. The 
intention was for accessible information champions to 
be created going forward to act as points of contact 
across the council.   
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• Demonstrate that the principles are relevant to all 
information providers

• Enable local authorities to understand how to  
apply the principles in a range of different  
information situations 

• Provide a more detailed understanding of what 
each principle means in practice, what steps might 
be involved in achieving it and how these relate to 
different job roles

• Improve the clarity of the titles given to the principles 
and the language used to describe them. 

Although the five principles provide a positive and 
relevant springboard for local authorities to begin 
to think about accessible information provision, the 
relatively high level way in which the principles are 
communicated means that local authorities can be 
unclear about what the principles mean in practice  
and how they are best implemented. This may also 
have the consequence that they find it difficult to 
mainstream the principles within their authority, as 
colleagues and partners share this lack of clarity  
over what to do with them.

The research indicates that the communication of the 
principles could be developed to optimise the use of  
the principles, specifically to:

• Explicitly relate the principles to the ongoing 
communication cycle local authorities are working 
within at the moment 

10  Conclusions & implications for the  
five principles
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Involve and engage

Involve disabled people  
from the start and 
throughout the process  

•  Involve and engage disabled people from the start and throughout the process 

•  Clearly communicate the remit and purpose of engagement/ involvement to  
manage expectations 

•  Provide sufficient time for proper input

•  Assess and meet all access needs (meetings, materials, information)

•  Listen to and act on input

•  Communicate outcomes in a transparent and timely manner

•  Provide an incentive to get involved

•  Ensure relationships are sustained and developed over time

•  Provide full representation of disabilities and other characteristics relevant  
to the project in question

•  Use a method of engagement appropriate to the disabled stakeholder/citizen  
in question

•  Recognise the need for proactive, face to face, qualitative contact among the 
traditionally hardest to reach groups, for example, young people, black and  
minority ethnic communities and people with learning disabilities 

The following table illustrates how the principles could be structured to aid future communication.
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Involve and engage

Involve disabled people  
from the start and 
throughout the process 

Stakeholders

•  Wherever possible, involve and engage stakeholders before objectives have  
been set

•  Agree upfront the role of stakeholders within the broader project

•  Provide the appropriate support and expertise relevant to the project in question 
throughout the project to empower disabled stakeholders to be fully involved Engage 
disabled citizens via the range of networks that  stakeholders represent/have wider 
relationships with    

Citizens

•  Go to disabled people rather than expect them to come to you

•  Use citizen ‘champions’ to engage and involve other citizens

•  Encourage citizen involvement as stakeholders on steering groups on an  
ongoing basis 

•  Encourage citizen empowerment and communication of information between  
each other
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Inform

Choose appropriate 
channels and formats 
throughout the process

•  Make disabled people aware of all the information and services available via 
appropriate publicity and/or navigation systems    

•  Use distribution channels which disabled people will come across in their daily lives

•  Use distribution channels which are ideally directly accessible to disabled people or, 
if not, provide help and guidance on how to use/facilitate mediated usage 

•  Ensure that all information is simple, clear

•  Where necessary, provide alternative formats 

•  Publicise the availability of alternative formats and encourage uptake    

Ensure the content,  
structure and design of 
information meets disabled 
peoples’ needs

•  Ensure the content of information meets the needs of disabled people

•  Structure and label information in a way that meets disabled people’s needs

•  Design and present information in a way that meets disabled people’s needs

Provide immediate 
information and/or  
signpost on

•  Ensure the appropriateness and accuracy of immediate information provided

•  Provide an immediate answer, whenever possible, and/or signpost disabled  
people onto alternative partner information/more detailed information 
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Embed

Work in partnership with 
other information providers

•  Develop ongoing relationships with the full range of partners

•  Agree a strategy for identifying overlaps and gaps in information

•  Agree a way of standardising information across partners

•  Agree a way of funding and resourcing ongoing joint information provision  
and signposting       

•  Make full use of the previous knowledge and expertise of individual partners

Define responsibility and 
make sure systems and 
processes are in place  
to deliver 

•  Elicit senior management/elected councillor buy-in

•  Define specific points of responsibility for information provision within and 
 between organisations

•  Provide relevant staff training on dealing with disabled people and on accessible 
information provision

•  Incorporate accessible information strategies into pre-existing values/guidelines 
(whether broad or specific to accessible information)

•  Make it easy for members of staff to deliver accessible information 

•  Develop systems to deliver targeted accessible  information proactively to  
disabled people

•  Develop systems to collect and act on the feedback provided by disabled people 
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Additionally, local authorities wanted the 
communication to: 

• Clarify the role of the principles 

• Provide the flexibility so as to allow the principles 
to be integrated into other frameworks relating to 
accessible information (without losing their focus  
on accessible formats)

• Somehow illustrate the relationship between the 
principles to encourage easy recall 

• Trigger emotional engagement with the set of 
principles/each individual one.
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