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Section One:

Background

In November 2007 Glasgow Access Panel (GAP) was asked to carry out a Mystery Shopping Exercise on behalf of Financial Services in Glasgow City Council. The exercise involved unannounced visits to the main city centre office and three of the eight area offices across the city. Additionally three other offices were included in a separate telephone mystery shop. Nine members of the Access Panel and two GAP staff members were involved in the mystery shopping (visiting and / or telephoning). Each of the four offices taking part in the visiting aspect of the exercise was visited four times. The other three offices were each phoned three times. 
All Access Panel members who took part in the Mystery Shopping (with one exception) had attended a two-hour briefing session at Glasgow City Chambers in January 2008 with Financial Services Staff.
The remit of the mystery shopping exercise at those four offices which were visited, centred on two main issues - the accessibility of the offices themselves and the nature and accessibility of the information provided to the mystery shopper. The telephone exercise at the other three offices concerned itself exclusively with the nature of the information provided. 
The following three headings summarise the areas covered by the exercise.
a) External access – finding the building, general accessibility for pedestrians, proximity to public transport, suitability of car parking, signage, ramps outside the building etc

b) Internal accessibility – any barriers, general ease of access in reception area and to the reception desk, signage, lighting, availability and accessibility of toilets, accessibility of interview rooms
c) Information requested –  was this available, if so -  how accurate and comprehensive was this, was it in correct format, general helpfulness of staff 
Section Two: 

Methodology

For the main office-visiting part of the Mystery Shopping exercise, the participating Panel members were given a choice of two simple scenarios and one more involved scenario to explain their visit to the office. The complex scenario was included as it could offer an opportunity to test the accessibility of the interview room. The shoppers were also provided with a checklist of headings and questions and a summary of the expected responses if using the complex scenario (see appendix one). These headings provided a framework for making observations on the visit to the office. Not all of the headings would apply to each visit and / or to each mystery shopper (as they had different impairments). 
The majority of mystery shoppers telephoned or visited the Glasgow Access Panel office after their visit and gave their observations in detail, although some wrote their own summary and forwarded it.
Overall 16 mystery shopping visits and nine mystery shopping phone-calls were made. Eleven different people took part in the exercise.  As explained earlier each office was visited by four different shoppers.
There are two important points to be aware of in respect of the mystery shopping exercises. Firstly the GAP members taking part were making their assessments from their personal experience – i.e. they were not engaged in formal 'access auditing'. Secondly the nature of mystery shopping means that the GAP member had to retain their observations in their head and to recall the experience afterwards since any note-taking would have attracted attention. Consequently there may be some small errors of recollection. However the general impressions will be accurate. 
The next section of the report presents the detail of the findings. 

Section Three:

Findings

The findings are presented with reference to the three headings listed earlier in the background section – i.e. 

1. External Access 

2. Internal Accessibility inc Toilets and Interview Rooms
3. Information availability, accuracy and accessibility. 

4. Results from telephone survey

3.1
External Access
Castlemilk

This office proved very difficult to find. Two shoppers went to the wrong offices totally – social work and housing respectively (so six visits were actually made to Castlemilk). Two other shoppers sought directions in the Job Centre. The first was told by staff that they didn’t know where the office was, although a customer subsequently offered directions; and the second had to rely on two staff members to eventually obtain the directions. Another shopper found information on the exact address was difficult to find on the internet.

There was no designated disabled car parking at this office. The nearest car park involved a long walk and also negotiating a slope to get to the path leading to the office. This slope would not be manageable for someone on their own in a manual chair. There were handrails along the path to the office (estimated length 12 metres). For two of the mystery shopping visits only one side of the double doors at the front of the office was open. The internal set of doors was automatic, although one shopper felt that the sensor could have been set to trigger sooner as he was quite close to the doors when they opened towards him. 
Shawbridge

This office is approximately ten minutes walk from Pollokshaws East train station and five to ten minutes walk from the nearest bus stop in Pollokshaws Road. Thus it is some distance from the nearest public transport. Parking is available on Ashtree Road or Greenview Street as well as in an upper level car park. The ramp from the upper level car park would be too steep on the return journey for a person using a manual wheelchair.  

One shopper phoned for directions to this office. He felt that the staff members could have had a ‘crib’ sheet to explain the route from the nearest public transport as he still needed to ask directions as he got closer.

The signage from Greenview Street is good although the staff entrance is much closer than the public one. The pavements surrounding the office were described as poor. The actual approach to the office, however, has a suitable ramp, and the steps have a handrail too.  Entrance for the mystery shoppers was through side doors which were described as heavy and possibly too narrow for a wheelchair user (note – no wheelchair user visited Shawbridge).
All shoppers at Shawbridge commented on feeling unsafe at the location – i.e. in a semi-deserted shopping arcade.
Govan

The offices are very near public transport, both buses and underground. Car parking is more of a problem as the nearest option appeared to be  in the shopping centre, necessitating a long walk to the office. There were tactile markings and a dropped kerb at the road crossing point  although one shopper did not notice any dropped kerbs from the bus station direction. Another shopper, arriving from the car park commented on uneven pavements.
One shopper who has a visual impairment phoned the office for directions but felt that the directions given to him were very misleading, and would have sent him in the opposite direction. Otherwise the actual signage at the offices was felt to be good. 

There were two sets of doors, both of which were described as heavy. One shopper commented 

‘doors were impossible – a good width, but too heavy, and after a sharp left the second set opened inwards on me’

John Street
The location of the John Street office was judged very central and convenient in terms of public transport. The nearest dropped kerbs appeared to be at the street corners, so this might have proved problematic for a wheelchair user arriving by public transport. There is no designated car parking for blue badge holders nearby. Despite its central location all four shoppers thought that the office was difficult to find. The signs are only visible when very close to them. One shopper said that she would not use the telephone number for directions as it was an 0845 number and she sometimes has difficulty with call centres and speech. 

The main doors to the John Street office proved very difficult to negotiate. One shopper commented 

The doors were very heavy and on heavy springs and you needed to open two doors to get access. I was helped by a passer-by. There was no greeter which would have helped

3.2
Internal Accessibility

Castlemilk

The office itself was quiet, open plan, free from obstacles and spacious with reception desk and toilets clearly visible. The reception desk was all on one level with no lower level for someone in a wheelchair. Two of the shoppers had to wait for someone at reception - there was a worker at a PC but the worker did not come to the desk immediately.  One shopper observed an information stand which had no literature on it. 
A shopper who requested to use the toilet was given the wrong key initially. This shopper was using a stick and thought that it would have been better had the receptionist brought the correct key over to her after this incident rather than the shopper having to make the double journey back to reception for the correct key. It was felt that the toilet door was quite heavy and could present problems. The toilet did not allow for a wheelchair user to manoeuvre in it –e.g. one shopper could not lock the door behind himself. The alarm system was push button rather than a pull cord and so would have been useless if someone had fallen to the ground. The handrails in the accessible toilet were not adjustable nor properly secured to the wall. Also the toilet had no mirror.
One shopper was taken to an interview room – a two person booth. He described the space as fine ‘with help’. For example he could not have closed the door behind him nor turned around.

Shawbridge.

The lighting was felt to be good and the reception desk easily visible. It was staffed by two to five people during the various visits. The Shawbridge office also offered a lowered counter for wheelchair users. 

The toilet posed a problem for some at Shawbridge with doors difficult to manage and the size probably being too small for a wheelchair user.  The grab-rails were felt to be okay although one shopper commented on the absence of a mirror.

Twos shoppers used a (the) interview room. The entrance was wide enough and the room itself judged it to be spacious although maybe in need of some upgrading –e.g. armpad missing from a chair.

Govan

On entering one shopper was initially stopped and told ‘no dogs’ before the security personnel realised that the dog she had was an assistance dog.  At this point the shopper was ushered to her seat by these three staff! Another came out from behind reception to help. This was also the case for another shopper (i.e. staff member coming out from behind desk)
The reception desk height was not suitable for someone in a wheelchair although the width was good. One shopper commented that none of the chairs in the waiting area had armrests. 

Although there were no signs to the toilet, they were felt to be okay internally with standard features such as grab bars. One shopper commented that it would not be possible to carry out a reverse transfer in the toilet.  Another felt that the corridor leading to the toilets was quite narrow.
The three less positive comments on the interview room were that it appeared cramped; that the door was quite tight for someone using a wheelchair and that there were no signs for induction loops. However the table height was felt to be okay.
John Street
Most people found the reception desk easily, although all commented on the unavailability of a lowered level counter. The point about the absence of a greeter made in section 3.1 was reinforced by a hearing impaired shopper.
I found the place a bit bewildering as there wasn’t anyone to ask regarding procedure (i.e. approaching desk for number allocation) A member of the public assisted me there
The lack of chairs with armrests was commented on by one shopper. 

There are no accessible toilets at John Street. One shopper was told that there was an accessible toilet across the road but that there were seven steps up to the building.

Two shoppers were offered the use of a private interview room although only one shopper took up this offer. The shopper who declined had initially been told to go to Booth 16. Having made her way along she saw two booth 15s and a booth numbered 17 so returned. At that point she was offered an interview room but as this would have entailed another walk she declined. The shopper who availed of the interview room found getting into the room very difficult and felt very claustrophobic once inside. 
3.3
 Information – availability, accuracy and accessibility
Castlemilk

The first shopper started out with the more involved scenario. When she enquired about benefits she was given a VF1 form in an envelope, advised to read it and fill in the form. She was told that she could have help with completing the form. When she asked about voting the staff member said that she did not know where the correct office was and advised the shopper to look this up in the phone book. 

The second shopper enquired about paying his council tax. He was told about paypoints and advised that he needed a payment card. He was also advised that he would need to telephone to get such a card (although not informed where he should phone). In the interim he was advised, helpfully, to pay using a credit card over the telephone.

The third shopper also used the more involved scenario, asking about help with council tax that she could receive when she moved here and about voting. The worker advised that they needed an actual address. In terms of voting the worker said that she was unsure about online voter registration, although she did provide a voter registration form to complete. A second member of staff was called and provided the telephone number for the Assessor’s Department.

The fourth shopper at Castlemilk used the complex scenario and found the staff to be very helpful. He was given a list of housing associations providing accessible housing. He was told that he would get help with his council tax form if required. Also he was advised that he could register there if he wanted. The worker encouraged him to get the information to them straight away once he had found a property.
Shawbridge

The first shopper used the more involved scenario. She was informed that she would need a tenancy agreement and proof of income. She was told that she could register at that office for council tax. She was given a booklet and forms. She also had the differences with private tenancies explained to her. The worker was very helpful and repeated things on request because of the shopper’s poor short-term memory. Indeed such was the positive nature of the experience that the shopper suspected that the worker knew about the exercise, although as stated above she was indeed the first mystery shopper to this office.

The second mystery shopper has a visual impairment. Initially at the counter he found it difficult to know whether the member of staff was addressing him or a GHA colleague during his enquiry. He also used the complex scenario. The time delays were explained to him (four to five working days) and the necessary documents to take along as proof of identity –e.g. passport, utility bills, bank statements. The staff member also carried out some hypothetical calculations for him. She agreed that they would help with form completion and with registering to vote. The shopper was also told that the joint office with GHA could expedite matters. When asked about the overall experience the shopper replied

She was very helpful – couldn’t have been more helpful… I regretted (the visit) being bogus, such was the lengths she went to.

The third mystery shopper enquired about registering to vote. He was told that he could not do it there and was advised to go to John Street? He was asked why he wanted to know and was not given a form.

The fourth mystery shopper asked about both paying council tax and registering to vote. He was told about the various payment methods and also given a voter registration form. Although the shopper had a visual impairment no offer was made to help complete the form although this may have been because the shopper was accompanied by a sighted person.

Govan

The first shopper at Govan used the more involved scenario. He felt that the staff were very helpful, offering to complete forms on his behalf conditional on identification. Examples of identification which were given to him were bank statements for two months and a missive from a landlord or registration with a housing association. The worker also produced voter registration forms and said she was happy to complete these. The shopper was informed that the whole process would only take ‘a day or two’ with the correct identification.
The second shopper at Govan had a hearing impairment and said that she found it difficult to make herself understood. She used the simple scenarios, asking about the voting question and paying her council tax. The staff member struggled to understand the shopper, repeatedly pointing and attempting to direct the member out of the door to go to the housing office. The worker was however able to communicate that the office would help with form completion if required. Eventually the shopper went across to the housing office where she felt staff were more helpful, and where she was given a leaflet. (she tested the toilets at the second venue as she was unsure whether she had made a mistake with the first one)
The third shopper enquired about registering to vote. She describes what happened below. 
I got a blank stare and the reply “I don’t think we do that here”.  She (staff member) then found a leaflet on how to vote, ….  I asked if I could register online and again a reply “don’t know” but she presumed that you couldn’t. She then asked someone else and found a telephone number and form which a further member of staff enlarged for me. I then asked where the place was that I had to go to in order to sort situation and again they did not know. She asked someone else whom then picked up a copy of the Glasgow Magazine and said “Queen Street”

The shopper felt that staff were okay and that she got the help she needed eventually.
The fourth shopper enquired about the complex scenario.  He described his experience.
I was told that everything depended on benefit entitlement and that they would do the calculations for me.  Explained exactly and gave 
examples and banding info for wheelchair users, very explicit and  offered to help fill out forms, I was told the process should not take too  long and I would be offered help at every stage.

When it came to enquiring about the voters roll the staff member went off to check and returned to inform the shopper that that would be done automatically when the council tax information was completed. Overall the shopper described the staff as extremely helpful.
John Street
The first shopper used the complicated scenario. He was told that he would need to go to his local office, that they would help him to complete forms and would help with council tax if he received benefits or lived in a council flat. Likewise the shopper was told that the local office would be able to tell him how long the process would take. Although the names of a couple of local offices was provided, no comprehensive list was offered. The shopper was given the address for the voting assessors office. Overall the shopper felt that the staff were fine, although seemed to lack information or not have it or were too busy.
The second shopper felt that staff were helpful. She enquired about council tax banding and had asked that the member of staff speak slowly. She said that that had worked out fine. She was given a form which, on request to the staff, was photocopied to make the print larger. The shopper was also given a reply paid envelope.
The third shopper requested information on registering to vote and disabled property reduction. He was given forms VF1 and VF14 plus the voter registration form. The staff member made an offer of assistance with completing forms and also provided the web address for the Scottish Government plus the address of Charlotte House. The shopper asked whether information was available in audio but were told that it was not. (The shopper recalled that some reference was made to mental health conditions in relation to the DPR question?)
The final shopper at John Street asked about the disabled person’s reduction and was given form CTB 107. She found the tannoy announcing numbers quite distracting when communicating at the desk. She felt that for someone with a hearing aid this would be difficult and so she enquired about a loop system. The staff member seemed unsure as to what the shopper was talking about. She then asked if they provided a separate room for deaf or hard of hearing people to communicate in, and was told ‘Yes’. The shopper’s overall impression was that staff were helpful, eventually.
3.4 
Results from Telephone Survey
There were four scenarios tested over the telephone:-

a. Availability of Interpreting Services

b. Availability of Documents in Large Print

c. Availability of Breast-Feeding Facilities

d. Availability of Home Visits for form completion

The first two were tested at three offices, the third one at two offices, and the last scenario at one office. Each office was telephoned three times.
a. Availability of Interpreting Services
Maryhill
The worker was asked about the availability of sign language interpreting services for a friend of the shopper. The worker said ‘give me her name and address and I will phone her and arrange this’. The shopper responded that the friend could not use the phone – hence the need for interpreting services, and she was then asked for her own details. She insisted that she was just enquiring about the availability of the service at this point and asked if it was a free service. She was informed that it was probably free.

Anniesland
Shopper was put on hold while worker checked availability of sign language interpreters. The response was that ‘it is possible’. The worker asked for an address and a local street was given. Worker pointed out that she had not heard of it and that she would need to check the landlord as only GHA and Co-op landlords were covered. The shopper was told that ‘George Street’ would deal with the person if an independent landlord was involved. The worker thought that a couple of days notice was required for the service. She said that the office would contact interpreting services and the office would then be allocated slots. The shopper’s friend would subsequently be contacted by letter to notify her. The worker indicated that the caller could accompany her friend to the interview if the friend was okay with this. The shopper was told that the service was free.

Springburn
The worker asked for an address to check that shopper had correct office. Shopper picked street she knew in area and claimed she had forgotten the number. Worker then asked if property was rented accommodation, to which the reply was ‘yes’. Shopper was put on hold whilst worker checked that what she thought was correct. Worker came back and said that interpreting service was offered as standard – not just to for hearing impaired people but for ethnic minorities. The conditions surrounding the provision of services were spelled out. Firstly the office would arrange i.e. rather than person contacting interpreting services directly. Secondly the person requiring service needed to give one weeks notice either in writing or by getting a friend to phone. Also it was possible to have the shopper or another friend accompany the person requiring the service. 
The worker elaborated that similar conditions would apply in the case of ethnic minority interpreters. She also offered the phone number of the interpreting services should the shopper have any further questions. 
Overall the shopper described the worker as ‘extremely helpful and concise’ – adding that she had offered ‘fabulous information’ and had a ‘great attitude’.
b. Availability of Documents in Large Print

Maryhill

The shopper said that she was calling from a voluntary organisation about a service-user who had a visual impairment. The shopper felt that the worker had some difficulty understanding what she was saying. The worker also asked for the name and address of the service-user. The shopper replied that she just wanted to pass on general information and/or a leaflet in large print. The worker agreed to post on large print version as soon as possible to the office of the organisation above. This duly arrived the next day but was in standard font size e.g. 10pt

Anniesland

Scenario outlined was similarly to that in Maryhill. Again a name was asked for and an actual name of a service-user was given, although the shopper insisted that the information be posted to the address of the organisation. The shopper felt that the worker was ‘very helpful’ and had ‘a friendly manner’. However the information has not arrived as yet.

Springburn

The same scenario was outlined as previously. The worker at the office said that they did not deal with the issue and offered another number 0845 600 8040. The shopper did not pursue this as the object was to assess the Springburn response.

c. Availability of Breast-Feeding Facilities

Anniesland

Shopper phoned to request breast-feeding facilities for her daughter. The person answering the phone did not seem to know the answer. The shopper was put on hold and worker came back with the answer that there would be a private booth with curtains available should the shopper’s daughter need that facility.

Springburn

As in the previous scenario the shopper requested breast-feeding facilities for her daughter.  The person answering the phone said that they did not do anything like that!
d. Availability of Home Visits for form completion

Maryhill

The shopper explained that he was phoning on behalf of an aunt who was housebound and needed help to fill in a VF1 form. The worker said that the service was available, but that they would need a phone number both to set the visit up and then to inform the person that they were on their way. The shopper felt that the worker was very helpful and that the policy of phoning when on their way was a good security and reassurance measure.

Section Four:

Conclusions and Recommendations
The first point to make is that the Financial Services Department has shown an openness to examination, to challenge and to change in commissioning this piece of work. Such a healthy approach needs acknowledged and indeed was reinforced as the department is meeting the costs of the exercise. Additionally we should state that staff with whom GAP has been co-operating in developing this exercise have always been helpful.

Physical Access

From the evidence gathered it is reasonable to suggest that all of the offices which were visited have problems with immediate access to the building, usually in the form of heavy doors. Accessible toilet facilities were poor or non-existent in three of the four offices visited. Likewise three offices did not appear to have lowered areas at their reception desks for wheelchair users. Accessible interview rooms were a problem in two of the four offices, while locating the office also proved a problem in two of the four offices.
Attitudes and Awareness
Some of the mystery shopping experiences indicated that some staff did not have a great awareness of issues facing disabled people –e.g. asking someone with mobility impairment to walk more than is necessary; not being conscious of good communication practice when communicating with someone with a visual impairment. At the same time one shopper did experience over-helpfulness when three staff helped her to her seat.
Information Provision

Generally speaking shoppers had a positive experience when requesting specific information in which staff specialised. In a number of cases shoppers felt very well assisted. However there was a mixed response and sometimes the questions which required direction to other services were not well answered. The telephone survey also highlighted an area of concern with respect to the provision of large print materials and, to a lesser extent, in the provision of breast-feeding facilities.
Recommendations

GAP would recommend the following:-

1. A follow-up mystery shopping exercise in twelve months to measure any improvements and also to incorporate visits to the four offices not visited on this occasion.

2. Training for staff on disability equality and on disability awareness which would help to address some of the issues raised above.
3. The department to consider formal access auditing of their offices to assess compliance with British Standard 8300 and similar standards
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