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Section One:

Background

In March 2007 GAP was asked to carry out a Mystery Shopping Exercise on behalf of Social Work Services in Glasgow City Council. The exercise involved 16 area offices across the city. Thirteen members of the Access Panel took part in the exercise. All offices were visited at least once and the majority were visited twice. All of the Access Panel members who took part attended a briefing session at Nye Bevan House with Social Work Services.

The remit of the mystery shopping exercise was to comment on the following aspects of the provision at each office -
a) Telephone response (if the office was phoned in advance) – e.g. was the response helpful, was any information which was provided clear

b) External access - general accessibility for pedestrians, proximity to public transport, suitability of car parking, signage, ramps outside the building etc

c) Internal accessibility – any barriers, general ease of access in reception area and to the reception desk, signage, lighting

d) Toilets (if visited) – signage, ease of access, ease of use 

e) Information requested –  was this available, was it in correct format, general helpfulness of staff

Section Two: 

Methodology

The Panel members were given a checklist of headings and questions (see appendix one). These 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. The majority of mystery shoppers telephoned the Glasgow Access Panel office after their visit and dictated their observations over the phone. A small number recorded their observations themselves and e-mailed them to the GAP office. 

Overall 28 visits were made. One of these ‘visits’ did not get beyond the initial phone call to ascertain directions – see section 3.1 below. Twelve offices were visited twice and four were visited on only one occasion. 

There are three important points to note about this mystery shopping exercise. 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. Finally neither of GAP’s hearing impaired members was able to take part in this exercise owing to personal circumstances. As a result there are no comments on the provision (or otherwise) of induction loops and similar resources.
The findings in this report will focus on the problems which the GAP members identified with access. We have omitted those aspects  of services where there is not a problem. For example if an office has automatically opening doors of the correct width in addition to level access this will not be referred to.

Section three of the report presents a narrative of the findings. These are also summarised briefly in tabular form in Appendix Two to provide a snapshot of the results.
Section Three:

Findings

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

1) Contacting the Office

2) External Access 

3) Internal Accessibility

4) Toilets

5) Availability of Information 

3.1
Contacting the Office

Most members did not contact the office in advance for directions. Predominantly this was because they were either coming by taxi or they lived quite close to the office. In two instances members experienced problems in making initial contact. On phoning one office for directions the GAP member felt that the receptionist at the Social Work office spoke too fast for her. Indeed the mystery shopper did not get to ask her final question about when the office was open as the receptionist had already hung up, having answered the question about directions.

In the second instance the GAP member phoned for directions and to explain that she was looking for a large print version of Direct Payment information. This is what ensued :-

I thought it would be a good idea to phone first so I phoned the Drumchapel office 0141 274 4300 (phone call number 1). An auto answer said the number was now changed to 0141 276 4300 (2) So I got through on the second number and the man on the phone said he would look, but that they only dealt with children’s issues and criminal justice. He was very helpful and patient and suggested I try another number as they may be able to help 0141 950 1500 (3)-  this was a wrong number so I phoned him again (4) and was given  0141 950 5100 (5). The girl who answered was very helpful, but said they only dealt with income support, so she gave me another number - the Anniesland office 0141 276 2420 , she told me to ask there, but if not then to be put through to the sensory impairment folk. Phoned Anniesland (6 )where they did not have a leaflet, so I  phoned 0141 334 5530 (7) to the sensory impairment office. The girl there said I would need to be put through to the Publicity dept (8). The girl who answered said I needed to talk to Margaret Campbell (9) at India Street and put me through. Although I did not need to make this call, it was another person to talk to. After being passed to a third party at India Street I eventually talked to Margaret and made my request .

Suggestions on how the above situation might be rectified can be found in Section Four of the report which deals briefly with recommendations.
3.2 
External Access

signage

Signage was perceived to be poor at the Royston, Pollok and Gorbals offices. In the Royston case the member drove past the office. At the Pollok and Gorbals offices the taxi drivers missed the offices both when dropping off the mystery shopper, and when returning for him. Additionally the shopper at Anniesland thought the signs for the office could be missed.

ease of access for public transport  / pedestrians

The Gorbals office came in for most criticism on this point with both mystery shoppers observing how far it was from the nearest public transport. One of the mystery shoppers had to walk for 30 minutes on crutches. Pedestrian access to the Anniesland office was difficult as the traffic light button on the island in the middle of Great Western Road was too high.

One of the mystery shoppers at the Springburn office queried the absence of dropped kerbs for those travelling by bus. Also the driveway up to the car park and office at Springburn was too steep.

car parking

One of the shoppers visiting the Castlemilk office had to wait for an accessible parking space to become available. She could not comment on whether this was because insufficient were provided or there was abuse of the spaces. Many offices appeared to have no accessible parking bays but to rely on on-street parking.

The excessive steepness of ramps and walkways from car parks to offices was commented on in reference to both the Partick and Pollok offices

ramps and steps

The most inaccessible office was the Govan one with six steps leading up to it and no ramp available. (If ramped access to the office was available on another side of the building this was not sign-posted) 

The ramp at the Pollok Office was too steep – the mystery shopper had to have assistance from a passer-by to prevent his wheelchair from running away.

doors

The main doors were too heavy for members to open by themselves in a number of offices – Possil, Partick, Gorbals, Parkhead and Easterhouse. Members had to rely on help from passers-by or staff / visitors on smoking breaks outside the building. One mystery shopper summarised it as follows :-

The doors were very difficult for me to open as they had to be pulled to allow you to gain access to the building. Couldn’t manage to open door on my own – someone had to help me.

The width of doors was a problem with the Partick, Easterhouse and Ruchazie offices. One side of the storm doors was locked at the Ruchazie office and the mystery shopper, using his wheelchair, was unable to access the office. A worker was located by a member of the public to open the locked half. Likewise in Partick and Easterhouse a wheelchair-user would have needed both sides of the door open. 

Although automatic doors were available at the Castlemilk office both shoppers commented on the absence of helpful signage to indicate the button for activating the automatic doors.

3.3
Internal Accessibility

lighting

Lighting was felt to be a problem in the following offices – Gorbals, Govan, Partick, Maryhill, Parkhead and Royston. In the case of Govan, Parkhead and Royston the corridor areas were singled out for poor visibility.

internal doors

There were problems in the Gorbals, Govan and Baillieston offices. In the case of the Gorbals an internal door was too heavy and assistance was required. In the case of Govan and Baillieston it was the layout that presented the problem with no room to negotiate access though the internal door into the small reception area if one was in a wheelchair. 

signage

In the Royston office there was poor signage to the reception desk. Additional signage would have helped at Baillieston and Bridgeton, while the sign for the reception desk was felt to be misleading in the Govan office.

reception desk

The height of the reception desk would pose problems for wheelchair users in the Ruchazie, Royston and Possil offices. There was also a question mark over Easterhouse and Bridgeton although they were not visited by someone in a wheelchair.

There was a lack of manoeuvring space for wheelchair users at the Possil, Govan and Baillieston reception desks. 

The buzzer at the reception desk was too high for wheelchair-users at Springburn and at Maryhill. The buzzer at Partick had no sign. Additionally there was no evidence of a buzzer at Royston, Possil, the Gorbals or Govan. 

other

The reception area at Easterhouse was felt to be especially noisy – posing a problem for those with communication difficulties.

Section 3.4
Toilets

getting there

At the Maryhill office the accessible toilet could only be accessed by someone in a wheelchair after a number of chairs and a table had been moved. In Possil access to the toilets was through two sets of doors. The lock on one of these doors on the return journey would be too high for a wheelchair user. The absence of signs for toilets was pointed put at Partick, Drumchapel and Govan. In Easterhouse the narrow corridor leading to the accessible toilet might have presented problems for someone in a wheelchair.

getting into the toilet

The mystery shopper needed assistance to enter the cubicle in the Maryhill office because of the way that the door opened. In Royston the toilet door was too narrow. This point was also raised at Bridgeton. In Anniesland the shopper, who was in a scooter, could not manage the key to the toilet door. Likewise in Parkhead the outside lock to the toilet was out of reach to the shopper in his wheelchair. In Pollok the shopper felt that the door to the cubicle was heavy.

getting around the toilet

Once inside the following 'accessible' toilets could not be used by a person in a wheelchair – Maryhill, Possil, Royston, Gorbals and Ruchazie. Here are the experiences of two members :-

I had to get someone to open the door for me. Couldn’t  move my wheelchair in the toilet. No room at all and rubbish bin in front of the sink. No room to get wheelchair near sink – hand towel dispenser too high – hand dryer too high and located in difficult area of the toilet.

and

Only front transfer available; grab rails too far away – needed to be orangutan. No turning space – toilet bowl in corner would have been improvement. Sink prevented transfer – and couldn’t reach sink from seat - probably had to reverse in in order to do a side transfer

The problems with the grab rails being too far away was highlighted in the Gorbals and Royston offices. The sink position presented problems in these two offices as well as at Maryhill.

3.5
Availability of Information

Members had a choice of requesting information on either Direct Payments; the Blue Badge Scheme; or Fostering and Adoption. Generally speaking they chose one of the first two of these. 
No social work office where the shopper asked about Direct Payments was able to provide any information, i.e. whatever about providing information in various formats. There were problems with information being available in alternative formats for Blue Badge requests. 
One mystery shopper had an especially traumatic experience requesting Direct Payment information :-
First person gave me a blank stare; 'what’s that?....never heard of it....what do you want it for?' Second person came to the desk  – ‘we don’t do that here....you need the DHSS....we only do child care – we can’t help you' I said about it being about disability care at home. The reply was 'we don’t do DLA' etc Eventually I gave up as it was quite stressful – this double attack on me as they were just there for child care – it wasn't helpful - just abrasive 

No information on Direct Payments was available from any of the following offices :- Springburn, Royston, Maryhill, Easterhouse,  Anniesland and Drumchapel. In two of these offices staff offered to source information from elsewhere. In another two GCIL and CAB contacts were given. 

The Blue Badge information was requested in an alternative format (tape) in one office. The response was to ask the person's carer to read the leaflet to them.   

Section Four:

Conclusions

The Glasgow Access Panel has appreciated the opportunity to comment on the accessibility of social work offices in the city. While a small number of offices seem to be fairly accessible – e.g. Castlemilk, it is disconcerting to note problems in many of the offices which we were informed had been audited and the subject of recent 'renovations'. Likewise the experiences with other offices, which we were informed did not need any improvements, have been less than perfect. 

Independent access to the specific social work office was not possible for half of the offices visited by members of the Access Panel.  Heavy doors, narrow doorways and inadequate or missing ramps were the main factors contributing to the inaccessibility in these instances.

Once inside the particular social work office, problems with internal access were apparent in the majority of visits. Poor lighting, very small reception areas, and high reception desks were the contributory factors in most of these cases. Additionally more than half of the ‘accessible’ toilets tested were found to be inaccessible.

In terms of the provision of information, GAP would have concerns about how few social work offices seem to have any information on Direct Payments (or indeed which can deal with disability issues?). The availability of information in alternative formats is also open to question. One Panel Member suggested a one stop shop for such requests – a single number the person at the local office can put you through to ( i.e. not have to phone yourself) that can post out any information required in alternative formats.
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