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What do citizens Want

We know that having a say over our lives is 
important. International research tells us this, 
and our own experience as individuals, citizens 
and users of services backs it up. It is therefore 
not surprising that feeling in control, having a 
voice and a choice, are known to have an impact 
on the success of our interactions with public 
services.

Despite the policy priority given to 
personalisation, our public services find it hard 
to see people’s lives in the round and listen to 
what people need. Our Enabling State work 
showed the continued impact of targets, silo-
based working and professional culture on how 
we think about, fund and deliver public service. 
Our work on kindness explores the impact that 
this culture has on our experiences of services 
and our interrelationships at a community level.

This study takes these concepts further and 
looks in-depth at the experiences of a small 
number of users of housing services and 
explores how support services fit into their lives 
in the round. The research shows the profound 

effect that interpersonal relationships can have 
on people’s wellbeing. For the people who took 
part in this project, these relationships are a 
complex and ever-changing blend of family, 
friends, volunteers and paid support staff.

The study finds that people were generally more 
positive about support services when they were 
seen to be ‘going the extra mile’. But this poses 
a dilemma for services. By its nature, it is not 
possible to require staff to go beyond their job 
roles and it likely that it is the voluntary nature 
of the additional time and effort that has such 
an impact.

This study did not set out to find answers, but part 
of the solution may well be in providing staff with 
more autonomy to manage these boundaries and 
relationships as they see fit. To do so, we would 
have to put more trust in staff and create more 
opportunities for them to discuss the challenges 
that such an approach creates.

Martyn Evans
Chief Executive, Carnegie UK Trust

Foreword
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This report is about Sarah, and people like 
her, who receive support services. It is about 
how these services fit into their lives – or don’t 
– and what makes their lives meaningful and 
liveable. It grew out of the Carnegie UK Trust 
programme of activities on the Enabling State. 
There is broad consensus across the UK and 
in many developed welfare states that ‘more 
of the same’ is simply not sufficient to address 
complex needs and tackle the growing demands 
and financial pressures on our public services.

There is also a remarkably broad consensus 
across the UK and in other developed welfare 
state countries (and there has been for many 
years now) that a more holistic approach is 

required, that our ability to flourish is determined 
by the interplay of multiple factors including 
our health, work, relationships and environment. 
Consequently, we have seen shifts towards 
wellbeing approaches, to governance and policy 
and practice1, as well as, moves to redefine the 
relationship between state, service providers and 
citizen which can be crudely summed up as a 
shift away from the top down toward the bottom 
up2. We have referred to this as a move towards a 
more Enabling State (see figure 1).

1 Coutts P and Wallace J, Sharpening Our Focus, Carnegie UK Trust, 
Dunfermline 2016 https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/
sharpening-focus-guidance-wellbeing-frameworks-cities-regions/ 

2 Wallace J, The Rise of the Enabling State, Carnegie UK Trust: 
Dunfermline, 2013

1. Introduction
SArAh
Sarah is 45 and has lived close to her current home most of her life. She is a mother and 
grandmother and the main source of emotional and practical support for her family and her best 
friend. She loves her family, but would like to have more time to do things that are entirely for herself 
and she relishes the opportunity to use her brain and to make things happen. Very community 
minded, she is particularly keen to start organising activities for the local kids to prevent boredom 
and stop them turning to vandalism. She is unable to work due to disabilities and she sometimes has 
to rely on carers to help her get dressed and washed. Given the choice, though, her preference is 
for her sister to help her get washed. When times are difficult, Sarah seeks emotional support from 
professional providers so that she is able to be strong for her family and friends. 

Figure 1: Inverting the pyramid

State

Community &  
voluntary sector

Families  
and individuals

Community &  
voluntary sector

Families  
and individuals

State

https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/sharpening-focus-guidance-wellbeing-frameworks-cities-regions/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/sharpening-focus-guidance-wellbeing-frameworks-cities-regions/
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But while the ambition may be present, the 
reality of making this transition is hard. Many 
years in, we are still struggling to make it a 
reality. We have seen a number of aspects of 
this move develop over the past decade (see 
Figure 2). In particular, we were interested 
in knowing more about how public services 
are moving away from ‘doing to’ people and 
towards ‘doing with’ them.

This qualitative research with a small group 
of housing association tenants and housing / 
care staff makes the case for making the shift 
at the everyday level. It provides some insight 
into what effective bottom-up, holistic help 
and support that encourages wider wellbeing 
looks like from the citizen’s point of view. It 
also highlights the challenges and tensions and 
areas of existing good practice present at the 
frontline.

1.1 What is wellbeing?

Put simply, wellbeing is what makes our lives 
good. It is a holistic and multi-dimensional 
concept that describes progress in terms 
of improvements in quality of life, material 
conditions and sustainability. 

Whether one considers wellbeing from a 
subjective point of view (by exploring what 
makes people happy or satisfied with life) or from 
an objective point of view (by measuring quality 
of life through a range of indicators) a number 
of distinct but inter-related factors that influence 
wellbeing emerge. These factors can be broadly 
categorised into domains of wellbeing3.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development’s (OECD) Better Life Initiative4 
measures wellbeing across 11 dimensions  
(Figure 3).

3 Wallace J, Shifting the Dial in Scotland, Carnegie UK Trust: 
Dunfermline, 2013 https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/
shifting-the-dial-in-scotland/ 

4 OECD, How’s Life? 2015: Measuring Well-Being, OECD Publishing: 
Paris, 2015

Figure 2: Key characteristics of the shift from a welfare to an enabling state

WELFArE 
STATE

ENABLING 
STATE

 target setting outcomes

 top-down bottom-up

 representation participation

 silos working together

 crisis management  prevention

 doing to doing with

 state third sector

https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/shifting-the-dial-in-scotland/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/shifting-the-dial-in-scotland/
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1.2 Social connections and 
capabilities 

 
As can be seen in Figure 3, material conditions 
such as income, wealth and housing are 
fundamental to our overall wellbeing but not 
sufficient.

The Better Life Initiative recognises that 
‘softer’ factors such as the strength of our 
social connections and civic engagement are 
also important. The social sciences have made 
significant improvements in how we understand 
and measure these factors in recent years, for 
example through the What Works Centre for 
Wellbeing.

The Noble Prize-winning economist Amartya 
Sen and the philosopher Martha Nussbaum 
place capabilities – that is, what citizens and 
communities are able to do or be – at the heart 
of their concept of wellbeing: ‘the Capabilities 
Approach’5. While Sen refused to list what he 
saw as the most central human capabilities, 
Nussbaum identified these domains as being:6

1. Life. Being able to live to the end of a human 
life of normal length;

2. Bodily Health. Being able to have good 
health, including reproductive health;

5 Brunner R and Watson N, What can the capabilities approach add 
to policy analysis in high-income countries, What Works Scotland 
Working Paper, 2015 http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf 

6 As cited in Brunner R and Watson N, 2015

Figure 3: The OECD approach to measuring wellbeing

INDIvIDuAL WELL-BEING
(Populations averages and differences across groups)

SuSTAINABILITy OF WELL-BEING OvEr TIME
requires preserving different types of capital:

Natural capital
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Quality of Life
 Health status

 Work-life balance
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 Social connections

 Civic engagement  
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 Environmental quality
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 Subjective well-being

Material Conditions
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Source: OECD, 2017

http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf
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3. Bodily Integrity. Being able to move freely 
from place to place;

4. Senses, Imagination, and Thought. Being 
able to use the senses, to imagine, think, and 
reason;

5. Emotions. Being able to have attachments to 
things and people outside ourselves; 

6. Practical Reason. Being able to form a 
conception of the good and to engage in 
critical reflection about the planning of one’s 
life;

7. Affiliation. Being able to live with and towards 
others, to recognise and show concern for 
other human beings; being able to be treated 
as a dignified being whose worth is equal to 
that of others;

8. Other Species. Being able to live with 
concern for and in relation to animals, plants, 
and the world of nature; 

9. Play. Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy 
recreational activities;

10. Control over One’s Environment. Political and 
material.

Here we see the importance of concepts of 
agency and self-efficacy, as well as the domain 
of affiliation being highlighted specifically’. 
Research conducted by The Glasgow Centre 
for Population Health7, The New Economics 
Foundation8 and Joseph Rowntree Foundation9 
and Carnegie UK Trust work on kindness10 
illustrates the importance of our interactions 
with friends and family, what we are able to 
do for ourselves and community activity, and 
provide evidence as to how these areas of our 
lives impact on our wellbeing.

7 Seaman P et al, Resilience for public health: full report, Glasgow 
Centre for Population Health: Glasgow 2014 http://www.gcph.co.uk/
publications/480_resilience_for_public_health_full_report 

8 New Economics Foundation, Well-being evidence for policy: A 
review, New Economics Foundation, 2012 http://neweconomics.
org/2012/04/well-evidence-policy-review/?lost=true&_sf_
s=+publications+++well+being+evidence+for+policy+a+review 

9 Anderson S, Brownlie J, Milne EJ, The Liveable Lives Study: 
Understanding Everyday Help and Support, JRF: York, 2015 https://
www.jrf.org.uk/report/understanding-everyday-help-and-support 

10 Ferguson Z, Kinder Communities: The Power of Everyday 
Relationships, Carnegie UK Trust: Dunfermline, 2016 https://www.
carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/kinder-communities-power-
everyday-relationships/ 

1.3 What role for public services?  

Seventy years on from the advent of the welfare 
state, we are, on the whole, healthier, wealthier 
and better educated11. Undoubtedly, the public 
services that we receive have played an important 
role in these areas. What is more challenging to 
assess is how successful they have been in, and 
what role they can play in, supporting wellbeing 
in these other areas of our lives – our social 
connectedness, our ability to play, or our control 
over our political or material environment. This is 
partly because the impact of public services and 
the state in these areas of our lives is often (but 
not always) less direct or more subtle.

What is clear is that while population level 
wellbeing has broadly improved over time, 
inequalities in outcome remain. The Scottish 
Government’s own performance management 
system, Scotland Performs12 tells us:

•	 Premature mortality rates have remained 
almost three times as high in the 20% most-
deprived areas compared to the least-
deprived areas in Scotland since 2008. In rural 
areas, mortality rates have consistently been 
lower than in urban areas. Premature mortality 
is most prevalent in large urban areas.

•	 Mental	health	is	significantly	associated	
with deprivation, with poorer mental health 
amongst those in deprived areas.

•	 A	higher	proportion	of	female	employees	
earn less than the Living Wage as compared 
to male employees (24% compared to 15%).

•	 School	leavers	from	areas	of	high	deprivation	
and those with additional support needs are 
less likely to enter positive destinations than 
those from less-deprived areas.

•	 The	risk	of	being	a	victim	of	crime	was	higher	
for adults living in the 15% most-deprived 
areas in Scotland (21.2%), compared to those 
living in the rest of Scotland (13.4%).

Further, Fairer Scotland13 suggests that the 
disabled, ethnic minorities, those with learning 

11 http://gitvfd.github.io/How-was-life/ 

12 http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator 

13 Equality and Human Rights Commission, Is Scotland Fairer?:The 
state of equality and human rights 2015, 2016 https://www.
equalityhumanrights.com/en/britain-fairer/scotland-fairer-
introduction/scotland-fairer-report 

http://www.gcph.co.uk/publications/480_resilience_for_public_health_full_report
http://www.gcph.co.uk/publications/480_resilience_for_public_health_full_report
http://neweconomics.org/2012/04/well-evidence-policy-review/?lost=true&_sf_s=+publications+++well+being+evidence+for+policy+a+review
http://neweconomics.org/2012/04/well-evidence-policy-review/?lost=true&_sf_s=+publications+++well+being+evidence+for+policy+a+review
http://neweconomics.org/2012/04/well-evidence-policy-review/?lost=true&_sf_s=+publications+++well+being+evidence+for+policy+a+review
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/understanding-everyday-help-and-support
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/understanding-everyday-help-and-support
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/kinder-communities-power-everyday-relationships/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/kinder-communities-power-everyday-relationships/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/kinder-communities-power-everyday-relationships/
http://gitvfd.github.io/How-was-life/
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/britain-fairer/scotland-fairer-introduction/scotland-fairer-report
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/britain-fairer/scotland-fairer-introduction/scotland-fairer-report
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/britain-fairer/scotland-fairer-introduction/scotland-fairer-report
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disabilities and looked-after children/care leavers 
are amongst those most likely to suffer the 
poorest outcomes in Scotland when it comes to 
educational attainment, access to employment 
and health and a range of other measures.

1.4 Moves toward a more  
Enabling State  

The UK (including its devolved administrations) 
and other advanced western democracies are in 
the midst of a paradigm shift in thinking about 
the role of government and the relationship 
between state and citizens and communities. 
The Carnegie UK Trust refers to this paradigm 
shift as the move towards the ‘Enabling State’ 
where citizens and communities play a more 
active role in realising their own wellbeing.

There are many potential benefits in moves 
towards a more Enabling State, the ultimate 
prize being to improve outcomes for the most 
disadvantaged groups in our society but there 
are also enormous challenges and risks14.

In Scotland, significant policy efforts have been 
made through the Christie Commission and the 
establishment of the ‘Scottish model’ of public 
services, which stresses the importance of 
personalisation (see Box 1).

The Carnegie UK Trust’s 2015 Enabling State 
Challenge,15 whilst celebrating innovative 
practice, highlighted that much of the shift is still 
occurring at the edges as isolated projects, with 
significant structural and procedural barriers 
to a more systemic shift being identifiable. 
The Trust has previously referred to this gap 
between rhetoric and reality as ‘implementation 
deficit disorder’.

Implementation deficit disorder is the pattern 
within any institution of resisting change by 
continuing and strengthening the status quo. 
Often discussed in terms of culture, our recent 

14 Elvidge J, A Routemap to an Enabling State, Carnegie UK Trust: 
Dunfermline, 2014 

15 Murphy T and Wallace J, Evidence from Innovators: The Enabling 
State in Practice, Carnegie UK Trust: Dunfermline 2016 https://
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/enabling-state-practice-
evidence-innovators/

work on wellbeing frameworks and on kindness 
suggests it is more related to ‘rules governing 
such areas as procurement, personnel, and 
budgeting, which were originally adopted to 
prevent public-sector wrongdoing, have created 
workplaces that are significantly less flexible 
than those in the private sector’16.

The research evidence backs this up, with 
analysis showing that the values and practices 
of professionals can work against the need for 
informal, flexible support17, similarly a risk-averse 
culture can make it difficult to connect citizens 
and facilitate networks18.

1.5 About this research  

This research aims to shed some light on these 
issues by exploring how public services can best 
improve wellbeing by supporting people to be 
connected and capable on a day-to-day basis.

In partnership with three housing associations 
and the University of Edinburgh and What 
Works Scotland, we have gathered new, in-
depth qualitative evidence about the everyday 
experiences of a small cohort of people who 
have frequent interactions with multiple public 
services. Most of our participants live with 
physical disabilities, poor mental health or 
illness that has affected their ability to work 

16 Ostroff, F. Change Management in Government, Harvard Business 
Review May 2006 https://hbr.org/2006/05/change-management-in-
government 

17 Wood, 2011; Brenton, 2013; Mguni and Caistor-Arendar, 2012

18 Bacon, 2013

BOx 1: PErSONALISATION (DEF)

‘User-led collaboration which focuses services 

on individuals, their needs and aspirations. 

There is growing evidence that personalisation 

is effective in meeting service users’ needs 

more directly, through peer support and access 

to high-quality information and advice. This is 

most developed in the areas of health and social 

care, although the principles can be applied to 

varying degrees elsewhere.’ 

Christie Commission

https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/enabling-state-practice-evidence-innovators/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/enabling-state-practice-evidence-innovators/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/enabling-state-practice-evidence-innovators/
https://hbr.org/2006/05/change-management-in-government
https://hbr.org/2006/05/change-management-in-government
http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/tailormade
http://www.jrf.org.uk
http://youngfoundation.org/publications/rowing-against-the-tide-making-the-case-for-community-resilience/
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and live independently. Many are reliant on 
benefits to pay for their accommodation and 
care, and for the type of highly relational public 
services that are most relevant in an Enabling 
State. A number of our participants have 
suffered traumatic life events which have had a 
detrimental impact on their wellbeing.

We used maps, diaries and interviews to gather 
rich data on people’s lives. An example of a 
diary entry is given in Figure 4. We have not 
included real entries to protect anonymity, but 
this gives a flavour of the data collected. In 
this way, we explored what kind of value our 
participants placed on being independent and 
the connections that they have with friends, 
family and neighbours, and when support from 
professional service providers gets in the way or 
enables these aspects of their lives.

We wanted to know:
•	 How	do	interactions	and	informal	support	

from friends, family and neighbours fit 
together on a day-to-day basis with formal 
support from service providers to allow 
tenants to live independent and fulfilled lives?

•	 How	can	everyday	interactions	with	
formal service providers enable or inhibit 
informal connections, support and personal 
independence and control?

We also gathered examples from our housing 
associations partners of where and how this has 
been done successfully, the challenges they face 
and where there are opportunities to do more.

The issues raised in this research are not unique 
to public services located in Scotland. We 
expect them to be familiar to services providers, 
particularly those providing housing and care 
support to people, across the UK and indeed 
beyond.

Figure 4: Example of diaries used by research participants

Using your diary
Aim to fill this diary in at the end of each day. 

Use this diary to tell us about all the  

people you had a conversation with  

or did something with each day.  

This might include:

• service providers like a housing officer,  

GP or support worker,

• friends, 

• family, 

• neighbours and others. 

You don’t need to include everyone, we are 

most interested in hearing about the people: 

• made some impact on your day or your  

life (whether good or bad); 

• who brightened it in some way; 

• who called to check in on you; 

• did you a favour or who you did  

something for;

• who you needed help from but who  

didn’t provide it.

It might include people who:

• you spoke to/messaged on the phone  

or online; 

• you saw in person, visited or had a  

visit from. 

Tell us how your time with them made you 

feel. If you are able to we would also like you 

tell us whether:

• You felt listened to?

• They were kind to you? 

• You were kind to them?

• They helped you with something you 

needed? or  

• If there was something that you  

needed from them but they didn’t/  

couldn’t help you with that?

• You were able to help them?

Example entry

What happened/how did you feel?

(Provide as much detail as you feel comfortable with)

Who? 

Friend  |  Family member  |  Neighbour | Service provider  |  Someone else

Why? 

Overall how did you feel?

(Circle as many as you wish)

Comforted Bored Neutral Frustrated Sad

Angry Confused Worried _________

Excited Optimistic Happy Relieved Grateful

Add 
your 
own

Jane, Council Care Tea
m

I had a visit from th
e council care team  

to find out how I was getting on. 

We talked about throu
gh my care plan. My carer often comes 

at the same  

time as my neighbour, 
who pops over for a c

up of tea at 12 most 
Thursdays,  

I asked if the carer
 could come later so 

that we were not interrupted.  

She said she would see what could be arrange
d. I’m feeling optimistic – 

Jane seemed to unde
rstand why this was so important to me

 and I trust  

her to do her best to
 sort it out.

motivated

Who? 

Friend  |  Family member  |  Neighbour | Service provider  |  Someone else

Why? 

I felt… (Please tick)

...listened to 
 …this person was kind to me  …I got the help I needed  …I was able to do something for them/or for others  

Fully 
agree 

Mainly 
agree 

No
Opinion

Mainly 
disagree

Fully 
disagree

Not 
applicable

What happened/how did you feel? (Provide as much detail as you feel comfortable with)

Overall how did you feel?
(Circle as many as you wish)

Comforted Bored Neutral Frustrated Sad

Angry Confused Worried _________

Excited Optimistic Happy Relieved Grateful

Add 
your 
own

Jane, Council Care Team

I had a visit from the council care team  to find out how I was getting on. 

We talked about through my care plan. My carer often comes at the same time as my neighbour, who pops over for a cup of tea at 12 most Thursdays, I asked if the carer could come later so that we were not interrupted. She said she would see what could be arranged.

motivated

Using your diary
Aim to fill this diary in at the end of each day. 
Use this diary to tell us about all the  
people you had a conversation with  
or did something with each day.  
This might include:
• service providers like a housing officer,  

GP or support worker,
• friends, 
• family, 
• neighbours and others. 

You don’t need to include everyone, we are most interested in hearing about the people: 
• made some impact on your day or your  

life (whether good or bad); 
• who brightened it in some way; 
• who called to check in on you; 
• did you a favour or who you did  

something for;
• who you needed help from but who  

didn’t provide it.

It might include people who:
• you spoke to/messaged on the phone  

or online; 
• you saw in person, visited or had a  

visit from. 

Tell us how your time with them made you feel. If you are able to we would also like you tell us whether:
• You felt listened to?
• They were kind to you? 
• You were kind to them?
• They helped you with something you 

needed? or  
• If there was something that you  

needed from them but they didn’t/  
couldn’t help you with that?

• You were able to help them?

Example entry
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Partners
Our partner housing associations/care providers were Loretto Housing, LinkLiving and Blackwood 
Homes and Care.

 Loretto housing Association 
A member of the Wheatley Group which comprises six Registered Social 
Landlords, a care organisation and two commercial subsidiaries, Loretto 
Housing is controlled by its members and provides 1,156 homes across the 
central belt of Scotland. Loretto Care provides care and support to a range of 
service user groups, including individuals and families experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness, learning disability, addictions, mental health, alcohol-related 
brain damage and young people.

 LinkLiving 
LinkLiving is the care and support subsidiary company of the Link Group, a 
social housing and community regeneration company which includes four 
registered social landlords. LinkLiving provides support, care and employability 
services to over 1,000 people a year. It works to make a positive difference to 
the lives of people affected by social exclusion. People with vulnerabilities that 
include homelessness, mental-health issues and learning disabilities are 
supported by high-quality, person-centred support services across Edinburgh, 
Midlothian, Falkirk, Fife and North Lanarkshire.

 Blackwood 
Blackwood owns over 1,500 properties and operates in 29 out of 32 local 
authorities in Scotland providing homes, care and support for individuals with 
physical disabilities, long-term conditions, sensory impairment and learning 
disabilities.

Further information on our methodology can be found in Appendix 1.

This work has run in parallel to a Carnegie UK Trust project on kindness in communities. The Place of 
Kindness worked with seven organisations to test what, if anything, could be done to encourage kinder 
communities, exploring ideas around the importance of places and opportunities to connect, and the 
intrinsic values underpinning our relationships. While that focus was on individuals and communities and 
this work focuses on professional help and support, many of the insights and challenges are shared.

PrOFESSIONAL hELP AND SuPPOrT 
In this report, we refer to professional help and support as opposed to informal practical and 
emotional support from friends, families and neighbours. By professional help and support 
we mean the help and support provided to individuals by paid staff or trained volunteers. The 
provider could be a public, private or third-sector organisation.
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2.1 The joyful and fulfilled life

Our interviewees were often at their most 
animated when telling us about the things that 
gave them joy in life: fun, laughter and ‘something 
for oneself’. Joy was often associated with being 
with other people, whether these are friends or 
family or strangers at a concert or play:

 ‘Mary is a scream, she is so funny and she 
has me laughing...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK  

 ‘...tomorrow, I’m going to the theatre in 
the afternoon to see The addams Family 
musical, and Friday, Thursday’s a day off, 
well, no, it’s not a day off, I’m going to, 
there’s a local band... so I’m going to see 
them with a friend on Thursday, and on 
Saturday I’m going to see al Stewart, the 
Year of the Cat, if you remember that, and 
on Monday, I’m back in Edinburgh, I’m 
going to see the robert Kray band...’

MaLE, DunDEE

Two of our participants spoke about the joy 
associated with being with their pets:

‘They are really mad, you know, they’re 
so full of fun. and it’s nice to watch them, 
and when you let them out in the garden, 
they just go absolutely mad, running 
about, and leaping over each other, and 
playing, and all the rest of it, it’s really 
funny...’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

 ‘I don’t know what I would do without 
my cats.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Joy can also be found in solitary activities:

 ‘I love my reading, love my netflix and 
stuff, you know.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH 

2. What we learnt 
A number of strong and recurrent themes emerged from our conversations with participants. 
We discuss them here as joyful and fulfilled life; the shared and neighbourhood life; and the 
independent but supported life.

These emerged from our conversation as overlapping but also distinct aspects of participants’ 
lives. They correspond broadly (although not precisely) with the domains of wellbeing identified 
by the OECD and Nussbuam’s 2006 list of central capabilities.

Running through all of these and underpinning our participants’ ability to realise all of these 
aspects of life or otherwise is their physical and mental health, and we provide examples 
throughout. Although in most cases we did not ask directly about financial aspects, this was 
undoubtedly another thread that ran through these conversations and which bubbled to the 
surface on a number of occasions.

In addition to the in-depth work with people who use services, we also ran sessions with staff at 
each of the housing associations to deepen our insights. During these sessions, we learned that 
our findings resonated with staff from housing associations. They described ways in which the 
themes of joy and fulfilment, shared and neighbourhood lives and models for delivering support 
are responded to and woven into service planning and delivery. We have included their responses 
here where they add to our understanding of the lives of the participants and the challenges of 
service delivery.
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Most of all the joyful life was free and not linked 
to any other agenda: 

 ‘I stopped phoning my mum, ’cause my 
mum would always say, what have you 
been doing, what have you been up to? 
and I’d say: “Mum, can we not have a 
normal conversation that doesn’t centre 
on my disability?”’

MaLE, DunDEE

Participants spoke about the restorative 
function of the people and activities that bring 
fun and laughter into their lives:

 ‘...they are just a tonic, they really are...’
FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 

 ‘...it was the first time we had done 
something together that was fun for a 
long time, that we really enjoyed, and we 
got stuck right into it... I think it gave 
both of us a new lease of life...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Finding time and space for the joyful life can be 
challenging, though, given other commitments 
or other pressures. Participants gave examples 
of when poor mental or physical health got in 
the way of the joyful life.

One lady had been prevented from attending 
her twice-weekly ballet classes because of 
ongoing problems with her knee. Another of our 
participants in particular spoke about her desire 
to do more, just for herself:

 ‘Being honest, I think I would actually 
like to go out and about more, and do 
more, do more activities, be involved 
with more people. get a life back... 
’Cause I don’t think I have any quality of 
life, so my life revolves around my kids 
and my grandkids, and that’s it.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 

Professional help and support can both get in 
the way and provide opportunities for people to 
take part in the joyful life:

 ‘...the ballet lessons likes us to go when 
the royal Ballet had the nutcracker on 
and that really tend to... aye, wants us to 
go there to watch it. Oh, it’s usually on 
about five o’clock, or something, and I 
used to have my carers, so I never used 
to get to go to that.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE 

 ‘... we were thinking of going to Butlin’s 
for a long weekend in the summertime. 
no long-term plans really though, just 
short-term plans, really... somebody said, 
robert [support worker] or somebody 
said he’ll help us book the caravan and 
that, things like that, so yeah, it should 
be great...’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 ‘Yvonne [housing officer] had organised, 
the Larder Cook [Italian cooking class], it 
was, and it tended to turn mine and [best 
friend’s] life around...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 
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The importance of joy and joyful activities in our 
participants lives fits well with Nussbaum’s set of 
Central Human Capabilities, which are a central 
requirement of a life with dignity, particularly the 
ability to laugh, to play and enjoy recreational 
activities.19

While we did not set out to probe participants’ 
work and volunteering life, this theme 
recurred again and again in our discussions 
with participants. This was because work 
and volunteering was so entwined with other 
aspects of our participants’ lives, contributing to 
this sense of meaning and fulfilment.

All but one of our participants were unemployed 
or retired. Most, however, had worked at some 
point in their lives and were now either active or 
prospective volunteers.

For one participant, despite retiring many years 
before, his career in the Navy had left him with 

19 Cited in Brunner R and Watson N, What can the capabilities approach 
add to policy analysis in high-income countries, What Works Scotland 
Working Paper, 2015 http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf 

a strong social network of ex-colleagues and 
formal and informal support networks that he 
could tap into if required: 

 ‘I miss the camaraderie. I miss the laughs. 
Well, it’s not always a laugh, but I miss 
the guys and that but everybody moves 
on... they’ve got a good support network 
out there; through the navy, through 
British Legion and a thing called SSaFa, 
Soldier Sailors air Force association, so 
they get all their support through them. 
They’re not just there for emotional 
support. They’re there for financial. If any 
of the lads get in financial difficulties, 
can’t afford things, they can always 
contact them and they, kind of, sort 
them, put them down the right kind of 
route kind of thing.’

MaLE, nOrTH LanarKSHIrE

Accessing a wider social network was one of 
the benefits that participants identified when 
speaking about the volunteering they did or 
planned to do:

http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/workingpaper-capabilities-approach.pdf
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 ‘I help up at the [locality] Parish Church. 
and I serve soup and toasties. It was 
good, I really enjoyed it, yes, uh-huh, it’s 
been really good... I just like meeting 
people, yeah, meeting people and just 
helping people out, if I can.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

 Interviewer: ‘What do you think you 
would enjoy about [volunteering in a 
charity shop?]’

 Interviewee: ‘I don’t know, just meeting 
new people and stuff like that.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH 

Working life did not always, however, have 
a positive impact on participants’ lives. One 
participant, for example, described how working 
whilst ill had left her without a social network 
and had impacted her mental health:

 ‘...when I was working, I used to have to 
struggle, you know, I really, really 
struggled... it was the concentration used 
to knock me. and at that time, I didn’t 
have any pills to control it. and I was 
slow, and because I was slow, I used to 
have to try and, you know, make up for it, 
and sometimes I had to work overtime, 
and things like that. It was starting to, 
like, really get to me. The last few years 
was very difficult, and I didn’t have any 
social life, or anything like that, because 
I was so tired when I went home... it was 
just really, really bad. and I just ended 
up, I had a nervous breakdown.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

For some of our participants, work and 
volunteering was the opportunity to do 
something they were passionate about or to 
use a particular skill. It gave them a sense of 
purpose. There were, in our interviews, a number 
of examples of where service providers had 
helped or encouraged our participants to access 
some of the benefits associated with working 
and volunteering. In one case this was as simple 
as signposting participants to where they good 
find out about volunteering opportunities:

 ‘I wanted to do some voluntary work, so I 
went to, like the Hub, in [location]. Well, 
I actually spoke to somebody across in 
the office, and they suggested that I go 
along to the Hub. and I got stuff, you 
know, like information there, about jobs, 
and phone numbers, as well, so yeah. So 
I went and enquired about, you know, 
different jobs, yeah.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

In other cases, the housing association 
linked tenants directly to local volunteering 
opportunities and/or were available, receptive 
and supportive when tenants came to them with 
their own ideas. This participant, for example, 
was keen to organise activities for local children 
in the summer and is being supported by her 
housing association to get this up and running:

 ‘I always used to be good on 
organisational skills, that’s one of the 
reasons that I spoke with [senior person 
within the housing association] myself, 
about organising things for the kids, but 
I’m quite happy to go onto the net and 
have a look for discos and organise stuff 
like that if I need to, and put everything 
in place, I’m quite happy to get my teeth 
into it.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Our only employed participant started his job 
thanks to encouragement from a third-sector 
organisation to apply for funding to develop and 
deliver a disability equalities training course. He 
has been delivering training now for a number of 
years:

 ‘...it was coming up to the millennium 
and we’d all said that we’d promise to do 
one thing for the year to mark the 
millennium, and I thought, what can I do? 
I was kind of lost. and it was [employee 
of third-sector organisation] that came 
up with the idea. So, I gave it a go. So 
she helped me do my application 
together...’

MaLE, DunDEE
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He has however, hit up against the ‘benefits trap’:

 ‘I’m on the permitted work, so that allows 
me still to maintain my benefits. So I still 
get access to my DLa... I’m now on 
Employment Support allowance, which I 
should have been on years ago... So, I’ve 
got my money from [employer], and plus I 
have my benefits... I will never turn down 
work, ’cause I’ve always wanted to work. 
If I work more, I’d lose more benefits...’

MaLE, DunDEE

A common theme in feedback sessions with 
staff was the power of joy and fulfilment as a 
driver for change in the lives of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged people. Many suggested that 
although official jargon lacks mention of terms 
like ‘joy and fulfilment’, those working on the 
frontline see these elements as fundamental to 
improvements in wellbeing.

 ‘The boring daily stuff... is essential but 
this is the quality of life. You’re not going 
to get motivation for the basics if you’re 
not getting that extra fun and life and 
laughter and all the bits that make life 
worth living.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

Some of the challenges in meeting these holistic 
needs are the uniqueness of each person’s 
preferences, having the time and skills to 
develop a rapport with service users, striking a 
balance in terms of professional boundaries and 
the limits of service delivery models.

Several explained the power of joy as a way to 
break barriers and get to know the people they 
work with; to see them as more than someone 
with support needs:

 ‘I did a walking group for a while and a 
particular person came along that I had 
known for a really long time, but I didn’t 
actually know anything about them until 
we went off for these whole-day walks. 
We walked [along a particular path] and 
he was going, ‘oh I remember! I used to 
graffiti in that tunnel!’ It was really fun, 
seeing a different side of him.”

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

Discussions about fulfilment frequently turned 
to the issue of responsiveness and what 
people find meaningful. Words like ‘respect’ 
and ‘choice’ were often used. Some staff 
highlighted the fine balance between support 
and independence, noting that long-term goals 
should always be kept in mind. There was 
mention of respect in the context of delivering 
support in a person’s home; for example, making 
efforts to acknowledge what is going on in a 
person’s life and reserving judgement about the 
way they live:

 ‘Simple thing makes the service users 
feel incredibly empowered. [For 
example] we gave them a [mobile] 
number to get in touch with their support 
workers should they need to and it was 
just like you’d given them something 
wonderful.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

One participant shared an interesting example in 
which the Chief Executive of their organisation 
had recently challenged staff to ‘think yes’ in 
response to any reasonable request from a 
tenant, supported by a small pot of discretionary 
funding. The aim is to empower staff and shift 
the dynamic in conversations with tenants who 
identify unmet needs. Previously, we were told 
these types of conversations typically involved 
a staff member having to say ‘no’ and manage 
or lower expectations with reference to resource 
constraints. Examples of ways in which the 
‘think yes’ budget had been used included 
sociable cooking classes for residents and 
installing a small spyhole in the door of a tenant 
who was worried about unwelcome visitors. 
This same organisation also has a ‘helping hand’ 
budget to help tenants in times of hardship, 
with small funding available to use if people are 
struggling with the costs of heating and food, 
for example.
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2.2  The shared and  
neighbourhood life 

In asking participants to map the people in 
their lives and then asking them very broad 
questions about their lives, we gained an 
insight into the complex web of interactions 
that our participants had with friends, family 
and neighbours. What struck us was the 
interdependency of these informal networks. 
Some people were simply neighbours and/or 
acquaintances (perhaps important characters 
in participants’ joyful lives). Others provided 
our participants with much-needed and valued 
support. When participants were asked who in 
their lives provided them with help and support, 
it was often friends and family who were 
mentioned before service providers:

 ‘...my best friends – Darlene, and Joan 
– they’re pretty good at helping me, well, 
you know, when I’ve been upset, and 
things like that, yeah... My neighbour, 
Jimmy, looks out for me all the time, 
believe it or not.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE 

 ‘I kind of get emotional and physical 
[support] because my daughter, she is 
the main one, you know, I sort of phone 
her, anything that goes wrong, and if she 
can’t come then I’ve got to think again, 
go somewhere else...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 

 ‘...my friend Martin, he makes me laugh, we 
have an amazing laugh together, a fantastic 
laugh, and I learned to laugh again with 
him. although he’s always been a good 
support for me, in fact he’s been an 
amazing support for me, I think I learned 
through him to deal with things when it 
happens. and fighting for things, and I 
think I took a lot of fight from him... So, 
before I would have dwelt so much on 
everything, big time, to the degree that my 
depression would have been to the state 
where you want to commit suicide, ’cause I 
couldn’t cope or was wanting to run away, 
but I feel a lot stronger now than I have for 
a very, very long time, in fact almost all my 
life. and I know that’s to do with him...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 
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As well as recipients of support, our participants 
were also providers of emotional and practical 
support to friends and families:

 ‘...my next-door neighbour... unfortunately 
[her] parents have both passed away, and 
she’s only 21 I think. She lost her mum a 
few year ago, about four year ago, she lost 
her dad when she was really young as well. 
and I’ve kind of took her under my wing a 
bit. So, I’m there for her when she needs 
me and she comes in and has a natter with 
me, and we have a laugh, and she very 
much does things with the family. usually 
if we have a family meal and things like 
that, I usually take her along with me and 
things like that. She’s going on holiday 
with us in august.”

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 

 “...my mother-in-law who is actually 
housebound. She had a bad fall. My 
wife’s up there every day and, as I say, I 
go shopping, go to the supermarket and 
things like that... I make her dinners so 
just things like that.’

MaLE, nOrTH LanarKSHIrE

Often support is mutual:

 Interviewer: ‘Who gives you help and 
support?’
Participant: ‘My mum, I think. Yes, 
because she suffers from depression so 
we kind of bounce off each other and I’m 
quite close to my mum.’

MaLE, CITY OF EDInBurgH COunCIL 

 ‘...when I split up with my first wife, I 
went and stayed with my sister until I 
could... well, I was looking for a place to 
rent before I got a house off [the housing 
association]. She provided me with that 
kind of support. as I say, well, she’s a 
district nurse, so I cook her dinners a 
couple of times during the week because 
she’s working late and she’ll come and 
pick it up for her and her husband...’

MaLE, nOrTH LanarKSHIrE 

Many of our participants have had difficult lives 
and are arguably vulnerable as a result. One 
participant suffered a serious sexual assault as a 
teenager, others have dealt with the loss of close 
family members in traumatic circumstances, 
a number live with depression, poor mental 
and/or physical health. Yet at the same time, 
we heard how they are also critical sources of 
help and support to friends and family. Good 
examples are Linda and Sarah20 (see Box 2).

Linda and Sarah’s case is a good illustration of 
the tangled and interconnected networks of 
mutual help and support that our participants 
told us about. It emphasises the importance but 
also the vulnerability of these networks. If Sarah 
had been unable to support Linda, would Linda 
have been able to take on her grandson? What 
would that have meant for her daughter and 
grandson and their relationship?

Our interviews with participants emphasised 
how important professional help and support 
can be in supporting not just individuals, but 
entire networks. One participant spoke about 
how she used and intended to use professional 
help and support so that she could stay strong 

20 Names changed for confidentiality
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BOx 2: LINDA AND SArAh

Best friends and neighbours, Linda moved 
to Scotland to be near Sarah. 

‘We kind of got on from day dot, didn’t we? 
We met online, we used to go in one of the 
chatrooms and the more we got talking 
the more alike we seemed to be. We used 
to talk for hours on the phone. Sometimes 
we’d watch X-Factor, and we’d just sing to 
one another. You were talking but we were 
just singing. But we got on and then I came 
up here and I decided one day that was it, 
enough’s enough, I don’t want to go back.’

Both Linda and Sarah have suffered with 
depression and anxiety. They offer each 
other mutual emotional support. Linda 
describes how important Sarah is to her:

‘I wouldn’t be without her, no way, no how. 
She was a godsend to me. She saved my life 
big style.’

‘Sarah is my main support, because I don’t 
like talking to many folk. So things I talk 
about... Because we’ll do it together, you 
know what I mean? So we support each 
other in that sense.’

When Sarah’s daughter was going through 
a difficult time, Linda took on the care of 
one of her grandsons. Taking on this role 
gave Linda a renewed sense of purpose in 
life:

‘…is my adopted grandson. [He] is [Sarah’s] 
grandson, but I brought him up for a year. 
He lived with me because my niece was 
going through some problems. So I brought 
him up. And to be honest, yeah, I brought 
him up for a year and I helped him for a 
year, but most of all he helped me. He 
brought me back... And I can’t put my finger 
on what it was. But he gave it me back. He 
gave me that zest.’

for friends and family at a time when a close 
family member and friend were battling terminal 
illness:

 ‘I’d rather speak to them, the 
professionals, the ones that are able to 
understand exactly what I’m feeling and 
what I’m thinking, because it’s something 
to deal with every day... because I’m 
getting my support from elsewhere, I can 
put a positive support in place for my 
girls without falling apart round about 
them. and I try and hide my feelings from 
them, and try and remain strong to help 
them get through... I’ve organised CruSE 
and things like that for the kids, as well, 
for when something happens, so they’ve 
got somebody to speak to. I’ve been in 
contact with them, and they’ve said that 
they’re going to come out and do some 
counselling for the girls, if they need it.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Others also spoke about the importance of not 
burdening friends and family in their network. 
Another participant reflected on who they 
would speak to about a recent cancer diagnosis:

 ‘...If I wanted to speak, I probably would 
speak to the girl that gives me reflex... 
because she’s very calm and she would 
just... So, probably [her], if I needed to 
choose somebody, none of my sisters, 
not [my daughter], definitely not [my 
daughter]...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Providing help and support could in some cases 
be a burden (as one participant describes):

 ‘I’m now going to be starting to go 
across to look after my aunt again, she 
has dementia, so I’m going on Thursday, 
to look after her, to give my elder sister a 
break, because she’s doing it all herself. 
and it’s just been too much for her, so 
myself and my elder sister is going to 
chip in.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK 
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But in other cases, as in Linda’s case (Box 2) 
it was a positive experience. One participant 
visibly brightened when telling us how she had 
been able to share her homemade cupcakes 
with her nurse and her nurse’s colleagues:

 ‘I remember saying to alison, I’ve got 
cupcakes for you. I think she just came to 
my house to get the cupcakes... Take 
these to [workplace] and tell everybody, 
[participant’s name] has been doing a 
cupcake course, you’ll be getting cakes 
with your cup of tea. I would be seen 
going down to the psychiatrist’s surgery 
and then with a tin full of cupcakes...’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

Many participants had strong feelings about the 
neighbourhood in which they lived. Where these 
feelings were negative, for some, this was to do 
with their neighbours and a feeling that the area 
they lived in was not safe:

 Interviewer: ‘What’s not good about this 
area?’ 
Participant: ‘Just antisocial really, very, 
very... and awful lot of, oh, it’s very 
judgmental but an awful lot of people with 
drug problems or alcohol problems. I just 
lock the door at night quite early, put my 

wee buzzer on, well off, and just ignore it 
really as best I can, but it’s no’ a nice 
feeling, through the night it’s horrible.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

 ‘There were a lot of bad neighbours. 
There was a lot going on and they were, 
kind of, basically pushing us back saying, 
look, just don’t get involved. Let the 
police get involved. In the end, we got 
the police involved. We ended up getting 
them evicted, but it was a nightmare; 
really bad, yes. They were just... noisy, 
stealing cars from the street, out in the 
street with machetes. It was really bad.’

MaLE, nOrTH LanarKSHIrE COunCIL 

For others, it was to do with physical space and 
a lack of independence and personal space:

 Interviewer: ‘You say it was like a morgue 
– in what way was it like a morgue?’ 
Participant: ‘Dark, the corridors weren’t 
lit. There was no life, it was dead... and 
the thing that drove me up the wall there 
as well, people wanted to know everyone 
else’s business, and I’m a very private 
person... I don’t like people I don’t know 
being nosey about my business and such.’

MaLE, DunDEE 
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For two of these participants in particular, 
disability directly and indirectly exacerbated the 
situation:

 ‘When I was fit and healthy, nothing 
bothered me, and I worked in pubs and I 
saw it myself when I was younger, so 
nothing really worried me. But, now that 
I can’t get out of the house or I can’t 
control a situation, I can’t move very 
quickly I’m just absolutely terrified...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Living in poor accommodation or a ‘bad’ 
neighbourhood had a negative impact on our 
participants’ mental health:

 ‘It was affecting my mental health so 
badly that I went to the council and said, 
I really need to get out of here...’

MaLE, DunDEE 

 ‘It affects my sleep, it keeps me in the 
house quite a lot I don’t want to go out 
very much. I certainly wouldn’t go out at 
night on my own. I can’t even remember 
the last time I was out at night to be 
truthful, either with... on my own or with 
anybody else. So, yes, just don’t like it...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Where people were happy about their 
neighbourhood they spoke positively about the 
availability of people to talk to and do things 
with, local amenities and activities and the 
physical space:

 ‘If I want to speak to someone,  
walk across the road, go to the office,  
I can always do something with 
somebody, talk to somebody or 
something like that. So I think that’s 
helped a lot... Oh, there’s loads [to do], 
yeah, just today I was at the gym... and 
then there’s the park, I often go for walks 
in the park... maybe we might go over to 
the gala Bingo and play pool, or just 
cook something up, you know.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 ‘The community centre’s just round  
the corner... I could do it virtually,  
when I’m able to, to actually walk to  
the community centre, yeah, and walk 
home again.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

It was clear from our discussions with 
participants that there was a role for professional 
service providers in helping create a good 
neighbourhood life. For example, by organising 
community activities that give residents the 
opportunity to join and meet their neighbours 
or facilitating discussions with tenants through a 
formal structure like a tenants association:

 ‘Oh yeah, there’s all kinds, we’ve got a 
walking group, we were supposed to go 
– well, we did go on Saturday but I had a 
barbecue to go to so I missed it. But 
yeah, have that, and what else do we do?  
Oh, we have trips away sometimes, like 
last year or maybe the year before we 
went to the Sea Life Centre; we also went 
to the zoo.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 Interviewer: ‘Is there something that they 
[the housing association] can do to help 
create a more communal neighbourhood?’ 
Participant: ‘Well, I actually think they 
could come out and talk to more people, 
to make it more homely especially if 
they’ve got an office there... I know he 
[housing officer] was thinking of forming a 
tenants’ association... I think it would be [a 
good idea] , yes. It’s not... you can bounce 
ideas off each other as well, plus, you 
know, they’re there if you want anything 
fixed or anything done. Plus the 
neighbours can tell you if there’s 
something you don’t see if there’s 
something wrong or whatever.’

MaLE, SOuTH LanarKSHIrE

For housing providers, planners and others with 
a role in creating the physical spaces that people 
live in, places for people to meet and connect 
and looking after and investing in the physical 
infrastructure seemed to be important: 
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 Interviewer: ‘What do you think makes it 
such a kind of quiet, sociable community?’ 
Participant: ‘I think because it’s kind of 
tucked out of the way. It’s like, it’s just the 
way it is, kind of tucked out the way and 
you’re not far from Sainsbury’s or a 
10-minute walk into town. There’s a café 
around the corner. It’s just a nice wee 
community to live in. Everything is close 
by. If you’re stuck for things to do, you can 
just walk into town and stuff like that. 
Interviewer: ‘You’re quite connected with 
other things that are going on.’ 
Participant: ‘Yes, and you can just bump 
into your neighbours, have a five-minute 
chat, you know, just to see how things are 
going and stuff like that.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 ‘The park has been done once already, it 
was completely wrecked. and this new part 
that they did, that has just opened just 
before Christmas time, has been fantastic, 
they catered for everybody, disabled kids 
as well, there’s disabled swings and 
disabled roundabouts and things like that, 
and it caters for everybody.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

The interviews with our participants suggested 
that it may also include, more subtly, creating 
a culture where people value and take pride in 
their local, neighbourhood and in looking out for 
their neighbours and the wider community:

 ‘The Housing association on the whole, 
the new managers, they’re all lovely. I 
think it’s a combination really, that’s 
made it a better place to live. They take a 
lot of action, they don’t just say 
something’s going to be done, and then 
don’t do it. They prove themselves, 
anything they say they’ll do, they do it 
and it’s done properly. So it makes a big 
difference.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

 ‘I think it’s got us to have pride in where 
we live. and to know that it’s not only us 
that’s passionate of where we live, they 
are as well.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

A recurring theme in our interviews was 
community diversity. Participants felt the 
community that they were a member of was 
based not on ethnicity, age, culture or social 
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class, but rather on their need for social care 
and support. For some having neighbours who 
were similar to them was important.

 ‘We’re all kind of in the same boat, 
people like to be... you know so, yes, it’s 
good... I’ve known a few people here that 
were there when I was in hospital, you 
know, like my next-door neighbour and 
[neighbour’s name] and stuff like that 
and [neighbour’s name] and such... So 
I’ve known them since I was in hospital.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

For this respondent, living in a mixed community 
meant that he felt he could only get so close 
with his neighbours:

 ‘no, I don’t think they’re that close, 
actually. I think they do know there are 
people here who suffer with mental illness 
and stuff like that, but we’ve never 
really... I couldn’t really go to one of my 
other neighbours like [neighbour’s name] 
or whatever and say, hello, [neighbour’s 
name], I’m feeling really like this today or 
I’m feeling like that today. She’s not really 
like a... I can’t think of the word, a person 
that you could talk to about these type of 
things. She’s more like a good neighbour 
you can talk to about the weather or just 
the normal every day topics so, yes.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

For others, visibility and mixing was important. 
This respondent spoke about making a point of 
going out to the local shops in his wheelchair:

 ‘It would be much easier for just to order 
stuff online, which my girlfriend does, 
’cause she’s disabled. But I think if you 
can, it’s very important that, in all areas 
of life, that disabled people get out there 
and are visible.’

MaLE, DunDEE

And this participant commented about how 
visible neighbours helped create a good feel in 
the community:

 ‘It does. It used to all be... well, there was 
a lot of care in the community people put 
into the houses but it was mostly single 
people that were in it, but there are a lot 
of couples coming in now which makes it 
more like a community. Before there was, 
as I say, there is a lot of care in the 
community so you didn’t really see a lot 
of people because they were getting 
cared for or things like that. With all 
these couples coming in now it’s a bit 
more homely.’

MaLE, nOrTH LanarKSHIrE

Discussions about shared lives often touched  
on residents’ engagement with neighbours  
and surrounding communities. In discussion 
with the housing association staff, complex 
interactions between friends, family and 
neighbours were acknowledged. Several staff 
noted that many of the people they support 
have limited – or entirely lack – social or family 
networks; they highlighted the importance 
of the support worker’s role in providing 
interaction and connections. Staff in every 
housing association described efforts to 
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use community assets and resources, create 
experiences for people with shared interests 
or schedule opportunities for events and 
social activities, if resources (including venues) 
were available. One person said that their 
organisation viewed ‘every interaction as an 
opportunity’ and that building and promoting 
social spaces was a high priority.

In one housing association, we were told that 
creativity and responsiveness features highly in 
their strategy to meet the particular needs of their 
tenants. With this in mind, senior staff have the 
resources and mandate to introduce innovative 
approaches that help the association engage 
with service users. Some examples include an 
annual high-profile competition in which designers 
and inventors are invited to create solutions to 
practical issues identified by tenants; award-
winning designs include a washing machine that 
dries and irons clothes and a no-spill spoon that 
can be used by people with tremors. Another offer 
from this housing association (currently being 
piloted) is an interactive intranet system, which 
gives tenants access to online social forums and 
capacity to reach support staff around the clock. 
This facility also provides general Internet access.

In discussing experiences with tenants who have 
strong personal connections, staff shared varied 
examples of these links as forces for positive 
change and, in some cases, causes of concern. 
Some highlighted the power of social networks 
to reinforce positive experiences and motivate 
people to make change. For example, one 
support worker had involved a young person’s 
grandmother in an effort to encourage them 
to maintain a tenancy they were in danger of 
losing. A few gave examples where undesirable 
connections or concerned family members 
might prevent a person’s progression or limit the 
ability of support staff to engage, such as one 
person, who recounted not entering a house on 
a scheduled visit, because of a loud party that 
was underway. 

 ‘There are a lot of people who have been 
in the system for a long time and I always 
think we should try and edge people 
onto social lives that they’ve developed 
themselves rather than just what we do 
with them because quite a lot – they 
don’t have a lot of social life outside of 
the support worker contact.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn
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 ‘Sometimes, parents can be very much 
involved in the care of someone and 
occasionally, there can be a tension there 
about trying to help them become more 
independent, and that’s what the parent 
wants, but at the same time, they’re still 
doing everything for them and it’s how 
you negotiate that... is a tricky path. They 
want to take care of the child but they’re 
also worrying about what’s going to 
happen when they’re not around anymore.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘There are people who have quite active 
lives in support and they do have friends 
and activities and things they do so you 
need to try and fit in with the things that 
they want to do in your support. You try 
fixed times, but you may have to review 
that again because they’re doing 
something else that day that they want 
to do.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘Locally, there are now more 
organisations like [X] that we can just be 
the link there, we can take them along or 
let them know that this is available.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘There’s a couple that live around here 
and they’ve made really good friends 
with each other... they met through [one 
of our] trips or a party, but they now see 
each other three times a week. It’s really 
improved both of their lives, 
independent of us which is want you 
want, that next step... really doing it 
themselves.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘I’ve got experience with people who 
have real anxiety over leaving the house. 
Certainly, with one individual, it’s 
unlikely to change in the short-term. 
Even getting them up the road to the 
shops is a daily struggle and a daily 
achievement. It provides a positive 
challenge and an achievement for them 
every day.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘We do barbeques when the weather’s sort 
of good, but we don’t have any area 
indoor areas. We would love to do more, 
but drop-in spaces are really reduced [in 
this local authority area].’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

A theme that emerged in every feedback session 
was the delicate balance between maintaining 
professional boundaries and creating a positive 
and trusting relationship with tenants. Examples 
of blurred lines include one person who recounted 
her discomfort when a tenant tried to give her a 
hug; she felt that intruded on her personal space. 
Another described being asked for a loan; one 
shared an example of a tenant giving their bank 
card to a support worker, asking them to withdraw 
money on their behalf; one person mentioned 
being ‘unofficially accompanied’ on her day off to 
a series of personal engagements (nursery pick-
up, supermarket trip) by a person she supported.

 ‘It’s probably the central skill to being a 
support worker, just negotiating that 
[boundaries]. But you learn it and you 
make mistakes all the time.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘It’s a constant. There is training on that 
– that’s one of the things we definitely 
have training on, is boundaries. These 
things are brought up as a training issue in 
terms of being a constant and ethical 
dilemma that people can face on a daily 
basis. It’s very hard and it’s very grey – 
there isn’t really a black and white.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘You do have to build really close 
relationships with people and you can’t do 
that without being [honest] and sharing 
your life, really, and parts of your life 
certainly. You try and know what the lines 
are and stick as closely to that as you can. 
It helps to establish quite early on within 
the relationship with somebody I’m 
supporting that there are things I’m not 
comfortable talking about. If it comes 
close to that’ I’ll say: “This is one of the 
topics I don’t discuss at work.”’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn
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2.3 The independent but 
supported life 

Independence, control, the ability to do the 
things that were important to them and to 
pursue interests were recurrent and important 
themes in our conversations with participants. 

 ‘That’s one thing, I hate people telling 
me what I should and shouldn’t do.’

MaLE, DunDEE

Independence meant different things to 
different participants. For some, who receive 
intensive day-to-day support, it simply meant 
being able to get up in the morning and take 
part in day-to-day activities without a support 
worker:

 ‘I’m kind of like getting used to just 
dropping in there and stuff like that. 
again, it’s like it’s part of this thing like 
having an independent type living as 
well, not relying on people so much and 
just like getting out there and thinking, 
oh, I can do this. I’m doing this by myself. 
I can manage this...”

MaLE, EDInBurgH

Independence was often limited by health or 
mobility issues including mental health issues 
(as is the case for the participant above).

Where participants had strong preferences 
about their situation, they were frustrated 
when they were not given the opportunity to 
control and influence their circumstances, in 
other situations they seemed to accept a slight 
lack of control. The four quotes below illustrate 
four contrasting experiences and responses to 
moving to a new home (the language used in 
the first quote is telling):

 Participant: ‘I got decanted from 
[location] to here.’ 
Interviewer: ‘Decanted?’ 
Participant: ‘Yes. Everybody was 
decanted from the main part of 
[location] to here because the houses 
weren’t suitable.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

 ‘I was living in sheltered accommodation, 
and I just hated it. It was no life... In fact, 
it was affecting my mental health so 
badly that I went to the council and said, 
I really need to get out of here. and the 
guy looked at me, and he said: “as far as 
we’re concerned your current situation is 
adequate.” and it must have been the 
expression on my face, my face dropped, 
and he was like, if you’re that serious, go 
and get backing from your doctor. But I 
didn’t have an opportunity to represent 
myself, because there was an allocations 
Committee, so you were very reliant on 
reports from your social worker or your 
Occupational Therapist.’

MaLE, DunDEE

 ‘That was just so frustrating, because we 
had went across and looked at it... but 
she [official responsible for housing 
allocation] came in and she just sort of 
looked at the flat and noticed that I had 
[the scooter] out there and she said this 
flat, this house is not for you. I said to 
her, is that really no for me to decide? 
She said there is no room, you would 
hate it, and that was it. Wouldn’t even let 
me go and have a look at it. Then I 
noticed that I had refused it... you’re 
allowed three refusals and then you’re 
off the list sort of thing. I didn’t actually 
refuse it, I didn’t get a chance to refuse 
it, I was just told it wouldn’t do me. So, 
that counts as a refusal, so that was a bit, 
I was a bit unhappy about that.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

 ‘Well, I was in and out of hospital 
previously at [hospital name] and things 
weren’t going so well, so I went to a rehab 
centre in the [hospital name]... Eventually, 
I got discharged and they found me a 
place to stay so that’s why I eventually 
landed here. I got to view different 
options where I’d like to stay, so this just 
kind of felt right when I walked in. You 
know, you get that feeling, oh, it just feels 
right so I chose here.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH
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One participant described how he had 
withdrawn himself from the care system 
altogether. He had been frustrated by lack of 
control over the services he received, by their 
inflexibility and by the fact that his carers were 
unable to provide him with home-cooked food 
(something that was very important to him). 
He now pays for a personal assistant himself to 
come in and provide support which works better 
for him:

 ‘I had an ongoing battle with the social 
work department, and the person who 
came in said: “You’ve cancelled about 60 
hours in the last two months of care, 
because people used to come here.” and 
it’s like, I’ve got a life. I exist outwith my 
four walls. and they just couldn’t cope 
with that... basically I was forced out of 
the current system for various reasons... 
the cost kept rising. Sometimes I wasn’t 
here, and I was still getting charged the 
same amount, but using less services… 
the local council support services, they 
won’t cook for you. We’re supposed to 
exist on microwavable meals, and I’m 37 
or whatever, 40, how am I supposed to 
live on that for the rest of my life?’

MaLE, DunDEE 

While support from a personal assistant is more 
flexible and allows him to have home-cooked 
food, because he has opted out of the social 
care system his budget is limited:

 ‘I would like more day-to-day support, 
but again, it’s within the budget and PIP 
and stuff...’

MaLE, DunDEE

Just as important for our participants was 
their ability to pursue interests and take part 
in activities that allowed them to play to their 
strengths. These were hugely varied. One 
participant was a Tai Chi enthusiast, another 
a dedicated football fan and lover of music, 
another attended a creative writing course and 
another, an artist. 

Pursuing these interests is not always 
straightforward. Two participants, for example, 

had disabilities that mean that getting out 
and about independently can be difficult. One 
described how he had learnt to get to gigs 
independently:

 ‘I go out to gigs that often, it’s just 
through experience. I just get myself 
there by train, and go in my electric 
wheelchair... I remember, one of the first 
trips I did was to the Stonehaven Folk 
Festival, I went on my own, and I 
thought, the only way I’ll get to know if it 
works out, is if I do it myself. I did that 
first trip and it went very well, so I just 
continued on from there. and last year, I 
went out to Barcelona on my own.’

MaLE, DunDEE

Another described how her mobility scooter had 
allowed her to do the kind of day trips she used to:

 ‘I used to go out on the wee roads... and, 
you know, the different wee places that 
you can go and drive along the country 
lanes, and oh, that was heaven, do you 
know being able to get out, because I 
used to walk all the time... so this was 
like freedom again to get out at the wee 
lanes and wander about and stop at a 
coffee shop and have coffee.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK
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Some participants relied on support from 
friends and family or service providers to enable 
them to take part:

 ‘Last year, Mum went on holiday with me, 
so she came with me and we went down 
to visit the uK Shaolin Temple down in 
Southampton for a week of kung fu. Oh, 
it was hard, but my mum supported me 
doing that...’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

One participant described how it felt to have a 
sense of purpose, to be able to do something 
that utilised her skills, in this case, working with 
the council and the housing association to clean 
up the local park: 

 ‘It was good being able to use my head, 
it was good organising things and 
getting to contact, phone around the 
councillors and the council and things 
like that, trying to see what I could get 
organised for a clean-up and things like 
that... I don’t feel so useless now, I feel 

like I’ve got back this thing... and I think 
that’s what gave me a wee bit of purpose 
in life, I thought, I’m actually enjoying 
being useful for a change, and having my 
teeth into something. I always used to be 
good at organisational skills...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

There were a number of examples were 
professional service providers had helped and 
encouraged participants to lead fulfilled lives:

 Participant 1: ‘I think [housing 
association staff member] gives people 
opportunities to open their gobs.’ 
Participant 2: ‘and to prove themselves.’ 
Participant 1: ‘They’re listening... and 
they encourage.’

FEMaLES, FaLKIrK

Day-to-day support needs varied both within 
and between participants. Two participants 
received help from support workers who visited 
several times a day. Others had relatively little 
contact with professional service providers on 
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a day-to-day basis and received most of their 
practical and emotional support from friends, 
family and others. Support needs were, however, 
not constant, with participants receiving more 
or less support at different times of their lives 
and dependent on their personal circumstances 
or mental or physical health.

 ‘I see people at least twice a day, that’s 
for my morning meds and my night-time 
meds, but sometimes I have one or two 
people in between as well for a few hours 
as well, so yeah, every day, yeah. There 
are some periods in my life that I’ve been 
going through, I mean, I go through 
stages where it can maybe last a couple 
of days and I’m back on my feet again. 
Sometimes, it’s a week until it takes me 
back to like beginning to cope again. 
Sometimes it takes two or three weeks. 
Sometimes it takes two days. usually 
when I get these bad weeks I get extra 
support if it’s available.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 ‘There’s been times when my back has 
completely went for me, and I’ve been 
stuck in bed for about a week, and I’ve 
had to have people come and look after 
me, ’cause even getting to the toilet or 
getting showered has been hell, I’ve had 
to have nurses coming in, district nurses, 
coming in, and I’ve had carers coming in 
as well for help, at that point.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Some participants had quite clear preferences 
about when and for what they wanted support 
from professional service providers and when 
they would prefer support from family and 
friends. For example, this participant felt 
uncomfortable being showered by her carers:

 ‘I wouldn’t let the carers shower me, I 
hadn’t been showered for a few days, I was 
just having a quick wash down and change 
jammies, you know, from the side of the 
bed, they were getting me up. and I didn’t 
like it, I wanted to get showered so bad, 
and my hair washed. and my sister took 
me in my wheelchair and put me into the 

shower, and got me all washed down and 
washed my hair and dried off. That was 
great. She was great for that... I just felt a 
bit uncomfortable, naked in front of them. 
My sister’s my sister.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

In contrast, this participant felt much more able 
to talk to professional support workers rather 
than family members about his mental health 
and was worried about being away from this 
support whilst on holiday: 

 ‘The only thing that scares me is if I get 
one of my funny turns when I’m abroad, 
you know, when I’m feeling paranoid or 
anxious when I’m abroad. That’s what 
scares me every time I go abroad. I think, 
well, what happens if I have a funny 
spell? How do I tell my dad I’m not 
feeling that great? So that kind of plays 
in the back of my mind so when I get 
there I just maybe try and take a day at 
time.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

Participants told us about good and bad 
experiences of professional help and support. 
Bad experiences were often characterised by a 
lack of control (see for example the frustration 
described by participants when they were 
unable to secure alternative accommodation), 
when professional support got in the way or 
where they felt staff were uncaring or didn’t 
appreciate or understand their situation or what 
was important to them:

 ‘I phoned the police and I said: “Look, 
you need to get somebody out, they’re 
smoking dope, doing whatever else, I’ve 
no idea. But it’s a park, it’s for kids.” I 
said it was only the other day when I 
picked up an ecstasy tablet, I’m not 
having that. My grandkids go in there. 
and she phoned me back up at 11, half 11, 
are they still there? This is an hour and a 
half to two hours after the fact. I went 
well, no, they’re not there now. She says: 
“Oh, we’ll not bother coming out then...” 
They didn’t seem to give a monkey’s...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK
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 ‘If you don’t hear them, they just walk 
away... like, sometimes, the odd person 
doesn’t ring the doorbell, they chap on 
the door, and sometimes you can’t hear 
it. and they just go away and they 
don’t... I mean, you could be lying on the 
floor, hurt, or something like that. and 
they just go away, they don’t even 
attempt to look in the window, or 
anything, they just go away... Sometimes 
it feels to me as if there’s no care, you 
know, like, what I mean is, it’s just like a 
job to them, you know.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

 ‘I’ve had issues with a couple of the 
carers before not turning up... I know 
them very well, so that’s what makes it 
worse...’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

The two quotes immediately above illustrate a 
strong theme in our interviews with participants: 
the blurring of the lines between professional 
service provider and friend in the eyes of our 
participants. One lady felt particularly let down 
when her carer didn’t turn up because she 
‘knew them well’, another because their support 
worker was treating a visit to her house like it 
was ‘just a job’. 

We saw this again when participants spoke 
about good experiences of professional help 
and support. Good experiences were typically 
characterised by a sense of control (for 
participants) and flexibility, responsiveness, 
respect, and honesty/straightforwardness on 
the part of service providers:

 ‘Oh, it’s just because it’s basically my 
time, I can do whatever I like, you know, 
so if I say, do you want to go for a walk, 
then we’ll go for a walk, or do you want 
to sit down and watch telly, we sit and 
watch tell. So it’s good because it’s 
basically my time so it’s up to me what 
we do, which is good.’

MaLE, COunCIL

 ‘Knowing that they’re going to be 
listened to, and things aren’t just going 
to get brushed under the carpet. That 
makes a big difference.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Being able to get on with service providers and 
to trust them on a personal level was important 
to our participants (consistency of support was 
critical in this respect). The quotes below are 
from two different participants:

 ‘It is very important for me, because it’s 
like a big trust that you’re putting on 
somebody... they’re coming into my 
house, so it’s very important that I like 
them. I don’t want people that I don’t 
like in my house, not at all. I just don’t 
like that sort of negative thing.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

 Interviewer: ‘You mentioned that 
[housing officer] has been really good 
– what’s so good about [housing 
officer]? 
Participant: ‘I think it’s because she 
understands. It’s not like a housing 
officer that walks in, it’s like one of your 
mates, isn’t it? She’ll come in and she’ll 
have a... She’s only supposed to be 
coming in for five minutes, but she ends 
up being there half an hour. Do you know 
what I mean? It’s like having one of the 
mates coming. and if you say something 
to her it gets done...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

The perception that service providers were 
‘going above and beyond’ their job description 
when delivering help and support was also 
commonly associated with good experiences of 
professional help and support (the quotes below 
are from three different participants in the same 
local authority area):

 ‘That’s going beyond the call of duty, I 
think, climbing in somebody’s bedroom 
window to get to them...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK
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 ‘[Senior staff member at housing 
association] actually gave me his own 
mobile number, so that if there were any 
problems I could contact him directly, 
and it was the same with [Local 
Councillor], they were in regular contact 
over the weekend, asking what’s 
happening?’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

 ‘She went above and beyond for my 
family when my grandsons were taken 
into care. [Housing officer] attended 
meetings, and went to social work with 
us, and she put immense support there 
for myself and [daughter]. Went above 
and beyond really, her duties...’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Two of our participants were particularly 
positive about instances were staff had shared 
part of their personal lives with them. The first 
lady describes her friendship with her cleaner 
who often brings her young daughter to the 
house:

 ‘[Cleaner] comes in on a Friday morning 
and helps me with my housework. She’s 
quite crazy and she’s quite funny, and 
she has got the sweetest wee girl... it’s 
great because she has always got a video 
or something or she Skypes her when 
we’re here and we have a laugh and she 
giggles and carries on. She loves the 
cats.’

FEMaLE, FaLKIrK

Another participant was touched by a 
homemade Easter card from her carer’s 
daughter:

 ‘My carer, [name], her daughter, [name], 
who is eight years of age, had made me a 
card, an Easter card. It was just... you 
know, I was so happy. You know, it was 
very... really quite good.’

FEMaLE, DunDEE

Two other participants made no distinction 
between having a chat or a coffee with friends 
or family or with their support workers:
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 Interviewer: ‘What’s the difference 
between the support that your mum and 
dad give you and the support that 
[support worker] and the others give 
you?’ 
Participant: ‘Well, mmm, not too sure 
how to answer that. It’s very similar 
actually, yeah, because if I’m at home a 
Sunday, we’ll go for a bite to eat, but if 
I’m with one of my support workers, we 
might do the same thing, have a bite to 
eat, or just go for a walk. So it’s very 
similar, it’s just similar things like eating, 
walking, visiting a cinema, go to the 
cinema sometimes with my dad, so it’s 
very, very similar in actual fact, yeah.’ 
Interviewer: ‘Do you have a preference 
about who it is that you go out for dinner 
with? Do you prefer your mum and dad 
or support workers?’ 
Participant: ‘no, no, no preference at all, 
no...’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

 Interviewer: ‘What’s the difference 
between going for a coffee with your 
support workers and going for a coffee 
with [friend], for example?’ 
Participant: ‘There’s no real difference to 
be honest with you. It’s kind of the 
same.’

MaLE, EDInBurgH

While blurred lines may be desirable, even 
beneficial, from some of our participants’ 
perspectives, this blurring of the boundaries 
between the professional and personal can 
create tensions from both the individual staff 
members’ perspective and an organisational 
perspective.

The challenge of meeting complex and changing 
support needs was frequently commented on 
by the staff we spoke to, often with reference to 
ambitions for holistic and responsive care and 
impact of funding constraints. Some benefits 
and drawbacks of working through multi-agency 
approaches were also alluded to:
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 ‘One girl that I support... gets a lot of 
other support services... we’ve been 
working [together] for years [but] she 
only told me at the last review that “I 
actually do the exact same thing with my 
other support services.”’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

Many staff mentioned funding constraints which 
allocate resources based on a ‘time and task’, 
without acknowledging the softer outcomes and 
longer-term objectives that are often important 
to people: 

 ‘There’s some people who have a very 
low number of support hours, so 
somebody with two hours a week, it’s 
very much about fitting in the essentials, 
so if there’s an appointment for 
something then that takes priority.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘The way the support structure is, initially 
when you get the referral, it’s dictated 
maybe by the social worker assessment, is 
they’re given so many hours to do these 
identified tasks but over time, you can 
change it to people’s needs within reason.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘I think it’s all about looking at how we do 
it and not seeing people as units with 
hourly rates attached to them and looking 
at a more social picture and what is there a 
need for and what to people want and 
what do they want to get out of it really 
rather than it being driven by people 
saying there must be this outcome you’ve 
got to measure it. I think it needs a rethink 
just in terms of the whole structure.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

 ‘Our outcomes are hard to measure, but 
important. Maintaining a tenancy or 
staying out of hospital, it’s hard to prove. 
It’s really hard to measure – that would 
prove that that’s money saved.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn

In discussions about support delivery, some 
themes emerged about the qualities and 
skills among staff that are most effective in 
supporting tenants. These include strong 
professional and social skills, being assertive 
and having common sense, good knowledge of 
community activity and resources, shared values 
and a high level of motivation: 

 ‘We don’t necessarily take on staff that 
have all these skills, we tend to take on 
people that have a value base, that will 
work within the organisation because it’s 
difficult to find people that want to 
come, if they have a job where they’re 
using all these skills they tend to 
probably stay in it. We are looking at the 
training aspect and helping people to 
get to that level where they do have the 
skills, but not necessarily taking them on 
board with the skills intact. But as I say, I 
think among a lot of the staff around 
here and around the people that we take 
on there is a kind of value base and it’s 
about learning how to use these values in 
different situations.’

STaFF MEMBEr, HOuSIng aSSOCIaTIOn 
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Our discussions with participants and partners 
highlighted the importance of everyday 
interactions in the shift toward more personalised 
public services. We covered many of the tensions 
and dilemmas that exist as we attempt to move 
toward enabling public services in a pressured 
public service context where ambition and 
direction are often ahead of practice. 

The experiences of our participants and our 
housing association partners point to the 
significance of everyday interactions between 
professional service providers and citizens and 
how professional service providers can ‘get in the 
way’ or ‘enable’ wellbeing in a holistic manner. 

Arguably these everyday interactions are the 
most difficult to get right. The experiences 
of our participants and staff at our partner 
organisations highlight some of the challenges 
and tensions that must be resolved as well as 
examples of existing good practice.

Our participants’ experiences corroborate the 
need for a holistic approach to service delivery. 
We heard about the significance of joy, social 

networks, informal support, fulfilment and 
neighbourhood life in people’s lives and the 
impact on their wellbeing. Here we can lean 
on Professor Hartley Dean’s concept of a ‘life 
first’ approach. He argued that many people 
are simply unready from a physical, mental or 
emotional perspective to sustain work and that 
a ‘life first approach’ rather than a work first 
approach would be most beneficial.21 His key 
recommendation was that people are offered 
support first in other areas of their lives.

Our discussions with participants highlighted 
the complexity of people’s lives. We heard about 
instances where what might be considered a 
good outcome in one area of their lives had a 
negative impact elsewhere and ultimately led to 
a cascade of negative outcomes and where help 
and support in one area allowed them to achieve 
positive outcomes in other areas. This was 
corroborated by housing association staff who 
spoke about how important it was to respond 
to other aspects of tenants lives in order to get 
their job done.

21 Dean H, ‘Re-conceptualising Welfare-To-Work for People with Multiple 
Problems and Needs’, Jnl Soc. Pol., 32, 3, 441–459 2003 

3. Discussion and  
concluding comments

BOx 3 KEy FINDINGS
1. Like all of us, people who use professional support services have a complex web of 

interpersonal relationships, with both formal and informal support mechanisms. Informal 
support is fluid and changes over time.

2. Those who receive support are also often providing informal support to others in their family 
and community. This presents a challenge to professional support staff to understand how the 
person fits into the life of the community.

3. When services are able to understand how they fit into this web of support, they are better able 
to tailor their support and responses to what people need and want.

4. As we move from a transactional model of service delivery to a more enabling model, this need 
for personalisation will challenge the systems of our public services to become less prescriptive 
and more relational.

5. For personalised services to succeed, professional support staff members need to feel valued 
and supported while having the autonomy to navigate risks and boundaries effectively.



33

What do citizens Want

They also highlighted how diverse people 
are in terms of preferences, interests, social 
connectedness and ambitions (even within 
what appears to be, in social research terms, a 
fairly homogeneous cohort) and therefore the 
variability in terms of exactly what a ‘life first’ 
approach looks like in practice. This requires a 
particular approach by frontline workers that 
creates a whole series of challenges and tensions 
that have yet to be fully explored or resolved.
 
A striking observation from our research was 
the interdependency of participants’ lives and, 
often, the fragility of these critical and valued 
informal support networks. Very few people live 
or choose to live entirely atomised existences. 
This suggests that professional services need 
to not just be person-centred, but also to be 
aware of and to take account of the wider 
networks that form people’s lives. When the 
wider network is taken into consideration, the 
impact of success and failure is felt not just by 
the individual who is directly receiving these 
services, but by the wider network.

This research highlights the critical role of the 
frontline worker whether housing officer, carer, 
health professional or cleaner in ensuring that 
professional help and support has a positive 
rather than negative impact on our participants 
joyful, working, fulfilled and shared lives.

To do this successfully, our research suggests, 
demands that frontline workers invest time in 
understanding service users lives in the round, 
to appreciate their likes, dislikes, interests and 
preferences and that they can be responsive to 
these (even if they aren’t always strictly within 
their job description). This way of working, 
however, presents a series of challenges and 
dilemmas that, often, low paid, junior staff must 
navigate and overcome. Catherine Durose in her 
200722 and 201123 papers on frontline workers 
working in the context of New Labour public 
service reforms describes how: ‘In dealing with 
the “muddle and mess” that has emerged in 

22 Durose C,‘ ‘Beyond ‘street level bureaucrats’: Re-interpreting the role 
of front line public sector workers’, Critical Policy Studies, 2007 1:2, 
217-234,

23 Durose C, ‘Revisiting Lipsky: Front-Line Work in UK Local Governance’, 
Political Studies: 2011 VOL 59, 978–995

the move towards local governance, front-line 
workers are now charged with reconciling the 
emergent demands of governance – notably 
those from the communities they work within – 
with the remnants of earlier structures of local 
government.’

While the political context has moved on, 
and the Scottish approach to public service 
reform has developed, there are clear parallels 
here where frontline workers must somehow 
reconcile the policy ambition to move toward 
more personalised services whilst working 
within structures suited to a more bureaucratic, 
top-down style of working (see for example the 
challenges faced by carers working to improve 
outcomes whilst working to time and task).
 
A particular challenge that workers face is 
negotiating the boundaries of the professional 
life and the personal life. Good support, as 
defined by our participants, often involves a 
close relationship which often goes beyond 
that which might be expected between 
professional and service user yet this can be 
very uncomfortable and may be risky for both 
the service user and the staff member.

Governments and service providers have a 
role here in supporting frontline workers to 
navigate and work through these challenges. 
On one level, this is about how frontline 
work is structured and managed (eg it might 
involve a move away managing performance 
based on time and task to outcomes-focussed 
performance management). On another level, 
it may be about providing the appropriate help, 
support and flexibility to staff to negotiate these 
boundaries in a safe and proportionate way. It is 
also worth noting that professional support staff 
are often paid low wages justified by the low 
skill required for the ‘transaction’ of providing 
care. A more enabling, personalised approach 
would arguably require a higher skill level and 
correspondingly higher wages.
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3.1 Concluding comments

Through our Enabling State work, the Carnegie 
UK Trust has collected a wealth of data about 
how public services have attempted to move 
from a traditional, transactional service model to 
a relational, enabling model.

In doing this work from 2012 to 2016, we were 
very aware that we had not explored these 
concepts in-depth with citizens. This project 
allowed us to hear the voices of people who 
use a core public service, housing, and consider 
what their experiences mean for a more 
Enabling State.

What we have heard reinforces our thinking that 
while public services are attempting to move 
towards a more personalised approach, in doing 
so, they come up against a number of barriers. 
Often referred to as cultural, these barriers are 
actually acutely felt by staff and tangible; barriers 
about professional competency, risk management 
and simply having the time and energy to care 
about someone, as well as delivering services 
to them. These system barriers require system 
solutions and the Carnegie UK Trust will be 

discussing these findings with policymakers to 
explore what changes are required to public 
services to support a more holistic approach to 
service provision.

The project was not designed to make 
recommendations, however we do have some 
suggestions for discussion topics for service 
providers who want to take these concepts 
further. We suggest managers and staff come 
together to discuss:

1. To what extent are you considering how to 
offer person centred, holistic services on a 
day-to-day basis?

2. To what extent are your services modelled on 
a ‘life first’ approach?

3. To what extent are you able to consider 
service users’ wider networks – and the 
support that they give and receive within 
that?

4. How are you supporting frontline staff 
to negotiate the tensions and challenges 
associated with working in a very relational 
way?

5. What could your service do to support good 
neighbourhood life?
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Selecting partners and participants 
To help us answer these questions we were 
looking for two things. Firstly, a cohort of 
participants who were likely to have multiple 
interactions with a range of different public 
service providers and for whom the quality 
and nature of these day to day interactions 
was likely to have a significant impact on their 
lives. Secondly, project partners who would 
be interested in working with us to investigate 
broadly, how professional help support that they 
provide fits into users everyday lives and to reflect 
on what this means for them in terms of providing 
effective services that improve people’s lives. 

We invited a small number of housing associations 
to work with us project partners. Our view was that 
housing associations might make good partners for 
this research for the following reasons:

•	 Tenants	choose	or	are	placed	in	housing	
association accommodation for a variety 
of reasons eg access to affordable housing 
or because of specific support needs. By 
working with housing associations, we hoped 
to recruit participants with a range of support 
needs and experiences.

•	 Many	housing	associations	also	offer	specialist	
care and support to tenants as well as housing 
support. These were likely to be partners with 
a broad interest in how multiple services fit 
into day-to-day life and what this might mean 
for delivering high quality services.

Participants
Tenant participants were recruited via our 
housing association/ care provider partners 
and invited to take part in the research. A total 
of 11 participants took part in an introductory 
workshop session with the research team and 
nine participated all the way through24.
Table 1 provides some demographic information 
about our participants. All participants identified 
themselves as White British or White Scottish.

While ostensibly very similar, our participants 
were in life, very different with varied 
preferences, interests and life histories (see pen 
portraits of one of our participants below). This 
point is discussed in Chapter 2.

hearing from participants 

Introductory session 
Participants were invited to take part in a local, 
short introductory session with the research 
team. At the session, the research team 
explained the purpose of the project, what the 
team hoped to find out and what would be 
required of them if they decided to take part. 
Participants were given the opportunity to 
ask questions and feedback. Participants were 
broadly positive about the process and did not 
report any particular difficulties or concerns 
about filling in the diary or completing the map.

24 Two participants did not take part in the remainder of the research 
and one participant was recruited after the introductory session.

Appendix 1 Methodology 

Table 1: Participants demographic information

Participant Sex age Local authority area Occupation
1 Male 30-49 City Of Edinburgh Council Unemployed
2 Male 30-49 City Of Edinburgh Council Unemployed
3 Male 30-49 North Lanarkshire Retired
4 Female 30-49 Falkirk Council Unemployed
5 Female 50-64 Dundee City Council Unemployed
6 Male 50-64 Dundee City Council Employed
7 Female 50-64 Dundee City Council Unemployed
8 Female 50-64 Falkirk Council Retired
9 Female 50-64 Falkirk Council Unemployed
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Map 
Participants were asked to create a map of the 
people in their lives including friends, family, 
neighbours, community members and service 
providers/ professionals. The map served as a 
tool for discussion at the interview stage but 
also helped the research team get a feel for the 
participants’ social networks and the range of 
services and people in their day-to-day lives.

Diary  
Participants were asked to keep a diary 
recording all significant interactions with friends, 
family members, service providers and others 
over the course of the week. Participants were 
encouraged to reflect on how they felt about 
each interaction, whether the person had been 
kind, whether they had been listened to and 
whether they had received the help that they 
needed or had been able to offer help. Like the 
map, the diaries were largely used as a tool for 
reflection and for discussion at the interview 
stage. Two formats were offered to participants 
a more structured and a more free-form version. 
A copy of each format can be found on the 
Carnegie UK Trust website. 

Interview  
In depth, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with participants in their own homes or 
at the housing association offices approximately 
one to two weeks after participants had 
completed the diary. Participants were asked 
wide-ranging questions about themselves, where 
they lived and the people in their lives. A copy of 
the topic guide can be found in Appendix 2.

Hearing from partners 
Members of staff from participating housing 
associations were invited to take part in 
feedback and reflection workshops delivered 
by the researchers. In total, 22 staff from the 
three associations participated in these sessions, 
including admin officers, housing maintenance 
staff, support workers, senior support workers 
and service managers.

During each workshop the researchers shared 
emerging findings from the study, structured 
around the following themes:

•	 Theme	1: The importance of fun, laughter and 
leading a fulfilled live 

•	 Theme	2: Shared lives 
•	 Theme	3: A good neighbourhood life
•	 Theme	4: Experiences of professional 

support
•	 Theme	5: How important is it for professional 

support to compliment and support other 
factors in our lives that influence wellbeing? 
What more can be done to achieve this and 
what are the barriers to doing so?

A copy of the topic guide can be found in 
Appendix C, but to summarise, the following 
questions were asked to stimulate discussion in 
response to each theme:

•	 Do	you	consider	these	issues	when	providing	
or planning support for tenants?

•	 How	do	these	findings	resonate	with	you?
– Are they true of the people you/your 

housing association supports?
– Any examples or contradictions you can 

share? 
– Do you have any concerns about these 

findings? 
•	 Do	these	findings	make	you	think	your	

housing association can or should do things 
differently? If so, how/what?

Feedback shared by staff was captured through 
the use of Ketso toolkits, researcher notes and 
voice recordings.

Analysis was carried out by reviewing the data 
and aligning it to the themes from participants’ 
interviews and diaries. In this way, the primacy 
of the users’ voices was maintained.

Limitations 
This study was a small-scale but in -depth look 
at participants’ lives and their experiences of 
service delivery.

Our project partners are organisations who 
are already committed and interested in 
shaping their services to best support people 
to live independent and fulfilled lives and our 
participants were recruited by our project 



37

What do citizens Want

partners. Our participants are therefore likely 
to be people who have a good relationship with 
their housing association and/or care provider 
and who are likely to be receiving relatively high 
quality support. There is, therefore, considerable 
scope to explore the experiences and of a 
broader range of people in future studies. Our 
hope is that this study serves as a proof of 
concept for a bespoke methodology that can 
generate new insight into the complex fabric of 
everyday life.

Our participants were, on paper, very similar 
in terms of age, ethnicity, employment status 
etc. While it would certainly be interesting 

to explore the experiences of a more diverse 
range of participants, the limited demographics 
highlighted the variability of individual 
experience and preferences within an apparently 
relatively homogeneous cohort.

This is an exploratory study, and therefore 
we do not claim that our findings can be 
generalised; rather, they highlight some of the 
tensions and synergies that people experience 
when receiving professional help and support. 
In doing so, the findings provide a foundation 
for further research, as well as insights that can 
inform policy and practice in current debates 
and initiatives for public service reform.
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About you (10 mins)
Is it OK if I begin with some questions about 
yourself?

agE BraCKET? 

ETHnICITY 

OCCuPaTIOn/VOLunTEErIng?

HOW LOng HaVE YOu LIVED In XX?

WHaT BrOugHT YOu HErE?

IS IT a gOOD PLaCE TO LIVE In? 

IS IT a SOCIaBLE PLaCE TO LIVE In? 
•	 Are	there	community	activities	that	you	take	

part in? 
•	 Is	it	easy	to	be	sociable	here?	
•	 Why?	
•	 	Has	it	always	been	sociable/	not	sociable?	
•	 How	could	it	be	more	sociable?	

WHaT HaS CHangED? 

HOW DO YOu SPEnD MOST OF YOur TIME? 
(use the diary as a prompt if appropriate eg ‘I can 
see that you that attend a lot of classes’) 

Appendix 2: What Do  
Citizens Want – Topic Guide 

WHaT arE THE THIngS THaT YOu MOST 
EnJOY DOIng? 
•	 Do	you	need	any	support	to	help	you	do	

these things? 
•	 Ask	for	more	detail/	provide	prompts	(eg	

‘Do you need help to get you there or to take 
part?’) if necessary.

arE THErE OTHEr THIngS THaT YOu 
WOuLD LIKE TO DO? 
•	 What	is	stopping	you	doing	these	things	/	

what would allow you to do these things?

WHErE DO YOu gO TO BE WITH PEOPLE? 
•	 What	sort	of	opportunities	do	you	have	to	be	

with other people? 
•	 What	would	help	you	do	more?

Who’s in your life? (15 mins) MAP
Is it OK if we ask you some questions about the 
map of people in your life?

Did you find this easy to complete?

Did everyone occur to you immediately or did 
you think of others over the course of the week?

DOES THIS MaP InCLuDE THE PEOPLE THaT 
YOu LIVE WITH?

Aims of the Interview
•	 To	interview	participants	about	their	map	and	diary	and	through	this,	to	better	understand	

participants’ day-to-day lives, the main people in their lives and the role of professional support 
in their life.

•	 To	understand	and	explore	the	informal	networks	and	support	in	participants’	lives.
•	 To	understand	how	participants	feel	about	different	relationships	and	why.
•	 To	identify	and	explore	particular	examples	of	where	professional	support	has	enabled	and/or	

inhibited informal support from friends and family.
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WHO arE THE WHO PrOVIDE HELP anD 
SuPPOrT TO YOu? 
•	 Ask	them	to	provide	more	detail	and	offer	

prompts if necessary 
•	 Who	is	there	for	you	when	you	need	them	

/ who provides emotional support / who 
provides practical support

WHaT KInD OF SuPPOrT DO THEY gIVE 
YOu? 
•	 How	did	you	get	to	know	them?	
•	 How	long	have	you	known	them?	
•	 How	often	do	you	see	them/	have	contact	

with them? 

HOW DO YOu FEEL aBOuT THIS SuPPOrT?

IS THErE anYOnE On THIS MaP THaT YOu 
PrOVIDE HELP anD SuPPOrT TO? 
•	 Prompt	if	necessary	eg	this	could	be	a	

shoulder to cry on, a wee favour now and 
again eg looking after their plants whilst 
away? 

•	 How	did	you	get	to	know	them?	
•	 How	long	have	you	known	them?	
•	 How	do	you	feel	about	the	support	that	you	

offer them?

WHO ELSE On THIS MaP IS IMPOrTanT TO 
YOu? 
•	 How	do	you	know	them?	
•	 Why	are	they	important?	
•	 Do	you	see	them/	have	contact	with	them	

often?

IS THErE anYOnE THaT IS MISSIng FrOM 
THIS MaP?
If anyone raises concern that they don’t have 
many people on their map, reassure them that 
is OK – everyone’s map will look different. Offer 
prompts –do they go to any classes/ what 
about people they don’t see but have contact 
with online/ over the phone? Would they like 
more people? Looking at your networks as 
you’ve shown them here, are you happy with 
the networks you have, or would you like to 
see changes? How might you go about making 
those changes?

Examples (15-20 mins) DIAry

We would like to chat to you about your diary.
How did you find completing the diary? 

Are there any entries that you would rather not 
talk about? Or that you would like us to not 
include in the research?

Are you happy to now talk through some of the 
entries in your diary? We won’t necessarily run 
through everything – just a few.

1st Entry: WOuLD YOu LIKE TO SELECT THE 
FIrST EnTrY TO TaLK THrOugH? PErHaPS 
WE Can STarT WITH a POSITIVE EXaMPLE? 
Why did you choose this one? 

2nd Entry: WOuLD YOu LIKE TO SELECT 
THE SECOnD EnTrY TO TaLK THrOugH? 
PErHaPS WE Can LOOK aT a nEgaTIVE 
EXaMPLE? 
Why did you choose this one? 

3rd Entry: FOr Our THIrD EXaMPLE, WE 
WErE InTErESTED In TaLKIng TO YOu 
aBOuT THIS EXaMPLE (SELECTED BY THE 
rESEarCH TEaM). WOuLD THaT BE OK?

4th Entry: arE THErE anY OTHEr EXaMPLES 
THaT YOu WOuLD LIKE TO TaLK aBOuT? 
THESE COuLD InCLuDE EXaMPLES nOT In 
YOur DIarY. 

Criteria for selecting diary entries – To pre-select 
three entries per participant (Elspeth and Jenny to 
agree in advance). These may be revised over time 
as fieldwork progresses. 

•	 Professional	support	that	aims	to	improve	
wellbeing: most interested in support/ 
services offered by public bodies or charities 
which aim to improve wellbeing eg support 
from carer, classes run by volunteers at a 
community centre BUT this support could 
also be provided privately. Less interested in 
general interactions with people in a paid role 
(eg bus driver, café staff) unless there are 
general themes/ learning to be drawn out.

•	 Informal	support	from	friends,	family	and	
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neighbours: most interested in informal 
support offered by people within existing or 
developing networks than one of support 
from strangers (eg being helped onto a bus 
by a stranger).

•	 Examples	which	have	had	a	particularly	
positive impact (identified by how participant 
feels about the interaction): whether 
examples of informal or formal support.

•	 Examples	which	have	had	a	particularly	
negative impact (identified by how 
participant feels about the interaction): 
whether examples of informal or formal 
support.

•	 Examples	which	involve	both	formal	and	
informal support and where participant’s 
needs/preferences are accommodated/ 
supported.

•	 Examples	which	involve	both	formal	and	
informal support and where participant’s 
needs/preferences are not accommodated/ 
supported.

•	 Examples	where	professional	support	helps	
the participant to build their local networks. 

Diary Examples: probes 

TELL ME WHO X IS? 
•	 What	kind	of	relationship	do	you	have?	
•	 How	long	have	you	known	them?	Is	it	a	good	

relationship? 
•	 Why?	Do	you	see/	communicate	with	them	

often? 

WHEn DID YOu SEE THEM/ COMMunICaTE 
WITH THEM? 
•	 How	come	you	saw	them	this	day	(is	it	a	

regular visit?) was it for something specific? 
•	 What	happened?	
•	 What	did	you	talk	about?

HOW DID YOu FEEL? 
•	 What	was	going	through	your	head?	
•	 Why	did	you	feel	that	way?	
•	 What	did	you	say?	
•	 Did	you	feel	listened	to?	
•	 Could	things	have	been	done	differently?
•	 Did	it	change	the	way	you	feel	about	this	

person/ your relationship? 

Finishing (5-10 mins)
We are now almost finished. We’ve gone 
through all the questions that I wanted to ask 
you. 

Are you happy for us to hang on to your diary or 
would you like it back? Only Elspeth and me and 
my colleague at The University of Edinburgh will 
have access to it.

Have you thought about the opportunity to take 
part in the photo/sound case study. Elspeth 
has her camera today if you would like to have 
your portrait taken. As discussed it can be as 
anonymous as you like and Elspeth will check 
with you before we use any photos or audio 
clips of you talking. 
Elspeth to run through the consent form if the 
participant is happy to take part. 

Thank the participant for their time and provide 
them with business card if they need to get in 
touch. Let them know that we will be in touch 
again in the next month or so regarding the final 
report.

Give them their shopping voucher and ask them 
to sign for it.
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