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Introduction

I have evaluated a number of community mediation services, in particular those offering what is loosely termed homelessness mediation. 

JRF has recently published Youth Homelessness in the UK: A decade of progress? 
 Within this report, on page 105 there is the comment: 
"more work [is] required in identifying agreeing outcome measures ... particularly the case for preventative work. There was a particular plea for realistic outcome measures from mediation service providers". 
There would thus seem to be scope for applied research into what homelessness mediation services are using to measure outcomes, and also to explore the elements which, academically and theoretically, a service would have to monitor in order to demonstrate effectiveness.

Our experience so far

I recently led an evaluation of a mediation service which used five outcome measures:

· Improved quality of family relationships

· Improved communication & conflict resolution skills of young person

· Helped to stay at home

· Planned movement to independent accommodation

· Enhanced sustainability of tenancy

On closing each case, one or more of these outcomes could be ticked as having been achieved. Service staff assessed which outcomes had been achieved.
Importantly, these measures are different from those which record the process of the mediation intervention (such as whether only one party engaged, or whether a joint meeting was held). They are also different from monitoring the reasons for interventions which ended unsuccessfully – such as irreconcilable differences, one party refusing to engage and so on.
In our experience, community mediation services frequently confuse these elements which record the service’s activities but do not show outcomes.

This service’s outcomes measures had been recorded within the local authority’s housing database, which was accessible by authorised statutory and voluntary sector agencies working with homeless people in the area. 
However, there was no triangulation of the evidence of impact. In other words, there was no external corroboration of the service’s claims through follow-up interviews or by examining the local authority’s database to identify whether positive outcomes from mediation had been sustained in subsequent months (for example, service –user’s names could be searched on the local authority’s database to identify how many subsequently entered the homeless system.
We were very impressed with the quality of the service’s interventions, but statistics alone could not do the justice to the casework.
Extending the range of outcome measures

Local authorities carry data on a generic or large scale. These statistics show the scale of homelessness and can be used to identify shifts in trends, but they can lack the ability easily and swiftly to show how individual lives have changed. Most services don’t have the capacity or the access to conduct such investigations.
We interviewed service-users. Their mediation interventions had been completed and they could offer some comparison between their situations now and at the end of the case, but these interviews were not longitudinal case-studies which compared the nature of the problem they were facing on presentation to what had happened in the family as a result of mediation. Follow-up interviews in a couple of years’ time, with service-users who could remember the mediation intervention and make any links to subsequent changes, would provide stronger evidence.
More detailed indicators would also help to identify unexpected or unintended outcomes. The monitoring and evaluation system would have to be robust enough to pick up on these, and realistically 1-2-1 interviews are probably the only realistic way of doing so.
For example, one service-user interview showed that the young person had emerged feeling more stablised, and had returned to college. That was not an identified service outcome, but was a significant change indicative of hope and a greatly improved self-image of the young person. The impression from the interview was the service had been largely responsible for that outcome.

Evidence from other studies: what life-events suggest risk of homelessness?

There is a rich seam of outcome indicators to be drawn from the evidence of the causes that result in young people entering into the homeless system. Essentially, we are looking at quality of life measures and life-chances. 
There is an identifiable chain of causation of youth homelessness: 








Framework has asked homelessness mediation providers to identify the earliest indicators which may suggest homelessness may become a risk factor in later adolescence. Key indicators, including for children aged as young as 10/11, included:

· Parents suffering substance misuse, or depression, or relationship break-up

· Parents not able to handle finances well

· Non-assertive parents or parents with poor parenting skills

· Children who are marginalised, isolated or attention-seeking at school

· Early experiences of running away from home, even just for a night or two

· Conflict between parents and school, perhaps over poor academic performance, or bullying or other anti-social behaviour

· On a reduced timetable at school (which, like exclusion, also increases the likelihood of the child encountering inappropriate or risky situations/people)

· Adopted children and children within reconstructed (step-parent) families

There is much UK and international evidence on the longer-term causes of youth homelessness. 
For example, a study in Dublin identified three pathways that young people may take into homelessness – care history; household instability and family conflict; and negative peer associations and problem behaviour. 
 

An evaluation of the Safe in the City project affirmed a three strand intervention – Family support, Personal development, and Skills and employability – to tackle key risk factors associated with youth homelessness. Identified risk factors included spending time away from home in the past – whether instigated by the child, their parents or social services; perceived lack of attention at home, including because of parental mental ill-health or drug abuse; social exclusion arising from truanting and criminal behaviour; peer group issues; or experiencing a personal trauma such as bereavement, rape and physical or sexual abuse. The evaluation concluded “that by tackling the problems associated with family life and social exclusion, the risk of youth homelessness can also be reduced”. 

An examination of youth homelessness in Australia pointed clearly to the benefits of early intervention. The study attributed differences in levels of youth homelessness levels to some schools being better at early intervention than others: “schools are sites for early intervention where it is possible to assist young people and their families to reconcile their differences, or to help young people remain at school as independent students.” 
.

One study linked high levels of youth homelessness to a reduced amount of social housing and young people’s inability to afford the rents on offer 
. We mention this because one of our interviewees pointed to the limited supply of social and private rented accommodation in Edinburgh (backed up in the responses to the consultation on the draft CEC homelessness strategy 
), and the challenge that young people may face in finding accommodation other than by trying the homelessness route.

Importantly, evidence also suggests that “statutory homelessness statistics reflected an emphasis on the agency of individuals in a crisis situation, to the neglect of the wider structural processes which influenced their housing circumstances over the longer term.” 
 Thus homelessness should be seen as a process by which “low-income households gained access to, or were excluded from, housing”. Key factors, according to this article, are poverty and unemployment; and for young people the ability (or not) to return to the family home is a crucial factor between those who become homeless and those who don’t. 
This article also highlighted that “routes out of homelessness are very strongly mediated by interventions in the housing system”. So presenting at a homelessness person’s unit strongly influences a young person to accept whatever housing options are in turn available to the Council, rather than being empowered to create their own appropriate pathway into secure housing.

Taken at face value, the conclusion must be that an approach which addresses both early indicators as well as the more specific ‘trigger’ of homelessness (conflict with parents or relatives) should contribute to a reduction in youth homelessness – however difficult it may be to prove the link between intervention and prevention.

In the light of this evidence, it is interesting to note that other homelessness mediation services have found value in:

· Providing mediation alongside other family support interventions (such as advocacy, education/employment/training, drug/alcohol advice, crashpad accommodation, supported housing, as well as 1-2-1 support to parents as well as children);

· Working with children under 16 - in one service, as young as 10 with an upper maximum of 17;

· Taking mediation services into schools –through education sessions on conflict management and/or by locating mediation provision within schools.

Developing intelligent measures

Let’s take one of the service’s outcome measures: Improved quality of family relationships. The measure contains two aspects:

a) the indicators which define “quality of family relationships”. I anticipate that two or three elegant ways of defining the quality of a family’s relationships will already have been created by family or youth organisations, and these could be researched and tested for their applicability to preventing homelessness through mediation.
b) Evidence of improvement. Namely, using a baseline standard to assess what improvement has been achieved compared to the assessment at the start of the intervention; and that the measurement be corroborated. 

Multiply these measures by five, and add them to the other intake data required at the beginning of each case, and the volume and complexity of material to be gathered increases rapidly. And the start of a case is when relationships between the service-user and the service are at their weakest, thus limiting the amount of information that can be gathered.
Nevertheless, extensive interviews with young people and their families could identify what simple indicators would indicate whether family relationships have improved.
Quality of family relationships is a means to an end. Part of the service’s rationale was that if family relationships improve, there will be better communication, less conflict, less chance of an un-agreed breakdown and thus less chance of the young person choosing or having to leave. This rationale has influenced the logical framework of the interventions within the mediation process, and also the design of the whole service. And although the premise sounds realistic, the scope of our evaluation meant that we could not robustly test the rationale.

A further opportunity would be to map the movement of young people through the homeless system, noting the various decision points (by the young person, and by the agencies they engage with) and the options available. Where do most people find themselves at the end? How do the outcomes compare across the interventions that have been made? Can more and less effective pathways be identified?

Internal barriers to monitoring outcomes

Most third sector organisations monitor outcomes in order to demonstrate accountability. Outcomes for learning, and for improving the quality of service delivery, are as equally important.

Some services lack the capacity or even ability to monitor data and establish logical and coherent systems for capturing data. 

More fundamentally, the focus of most services is on delivery. Frontline staff do not usually own the problem of showing a demonstrable effect (although they may be directly affected by a failure to do so); rather, contract managers and fundraisers – and evaluators! – own that problem. As a result, frontline staff may be less motivated to collect necessary data or evidence.
Some ideas for further inquiry
· What factors indicate the risk of a forced or unplanned move away from home?
· What positive factors or behaviours indicate the probability in a family that such a move is less likely?

· What are the links between those factors and the developmental outcomes of mediation? I take developmental outcomes to be, for example, increased self-confidence, greater trust or better communication skills, as opposed to practical outcomes such as the young person remaining at home or moving to safe and suitable alternative accommodation?

· How can those risk and risk-reducing factors be converted into meaningful outcome measures that services can monitor for themselves?
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