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SUMMARY 

Since July 2015, Shelter has been providing a dedicated housing support service for 
young men at HMPYOI Polmont, funded by The Robertson Trust. 
 
The project has three elements: 
 

 The provision of housing advice and guidance (casework). 

 The delivery of life skills to groups of young men. 

 Improving the knowledge and awareness of housing issues among 
SPS and partners’ staff. 

This report presents the findings of an evaluation of the service, carried out by Reid-
Howie Associates in April and May 2017. 
 
Key Findings 
 
Overall views of the service and its impact were positive. 
 
The findings suggest that the nature of the housing support service is consistent with 
existing research evidence about housing issues facing people who are imprisoned, 
and the importance of support to address these. It is also consistent with wider 
Scottish Government and SPS policy.  
 
The service initially developed as envisaged, and as detailed in the logic model. 
Over time, Shelter focused on casework, ceased providing an input to work to 
develop life skills among young people, and took a different approach to improving 
the knowledge and awareness of housing issues among SPS and partners’ staff. 
Overall, these changes were supported by most participants in this research. 
 
The findings suggest that the service is having a positive impact in several areas. 
The evaluation found evidence of: 
 

 Improved housing outcomes for young men both in relation to 
sustaining tenancies and gaining more suitable accommodation on 
liberation. 

 Increased awareness, and a shared understanding of housing issues 
(among Link Centre staff; throughcare partners; and TSOs). 

 The delivery of appropriate Housing Law training courses for 16 SPS 
staff. 

 Effective joint working with Link Centre staff in the early stages of a 
sentence. 

 Effective joint working with TSOs and throughcare partners towards the 
end of a sentence. 

 Effective joint working with local authorities and housing providers at all 
stages. 

 Improvements in young people’s life skills relating to housing (albeit on 
a more limited basis than envisaged). 



 
 

The period since 2015 has been marked by significant changes in the ways in which 
young men are managed at Polmont. Sentence planning and case management 
systems have been introduced. A group of TSOs has been deployed to support 
young men (and women) on liberation who are not otherwise being supported by 
third sector-led services.  
 
All of this work has intensified the focus on housing issues, and the evaluation 
concludes that the presence of the Shelter Housing Support Service in Polmont has 
complemented, and supplemented these developments. There is clear evidence that 
Shelter’s casework support, allied to the practical and other forms of support given 
by others, has improved the prospects for young men leaving Polmont, and 
improved their chances of desisting from offending. 
  
Against this positive background, a small number of concerns and areas for 
development were identified, which were, in summary that:  
 

 Management arrangements were not fully effective in ensuring 
oversight of the service.  

 In the early stages, the SPS did not provide a named point of contact 
for the service, which made the resolution of problems difficult. 

 Communications between partners were patchy and there was 
evidence of some misunderstandings. 

 Shelter faced a number of practical and operational problems, 
including difficulties in the working environment, and with the 
appointments booking system. 

 The Housing Advisor was based in Polmont for too few hours each 
week. 

Perhaps the key finding of the evaluation was, however, that the initial premise, that 
there is a need for specialist housing support in Polmont, has been shown to be 
correct. This need is on-going, and the evaluation makes several recommendations 
about how a housing support service could be delivered in the future. 
 
Recommendations for action 

Based on the findings, the report makes the following recommendations:  
 

Recommendation 1: The SPS should consider implementing a housing 
support service at Polmont for, in the first instance, one further year, 
with the option of continuation beyond this if a national solution is not 
implemented. 
Recommendation 2: The interim housing support service should focus 
on tenancy sustainment as its main priority, but should also provide 
support both at other points in a sentence, and to throughcare staff on 
demand.  
Recommendation 3: The SPS should commission the interim housing 
support service from an external provider, but the specification should 
include scope for the SPS Link Centre officer to gain casework 
experience by working under the direction of the external housing 
specialist. 



 
 

Recommendation 4: The SPS should address the lessons arising from 
the Shelter housing support service in the specification for the interim 
project. (detailed in paras 5.60 to 5.64 of the main report).  
Recommendation 5: The SPS should consider implementing the 
extended version of the Core Screen to ensure that all housing issues 
are identified as quickly as possible following imprisonment.  
Recommendation 6: Staff who have completed Shelter’s housing 
advice training could provide an input on housing to the Life Skills 
programme. 
Recommendation 7: The SPS should consider how best to provide 
debt and financial management advice and support to individuals in 
custody. 
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 

Introduction 

1.1 This report provides the findings of an evaluation of the Shelter housing 
support service in HMPYOI Polmont1. The service commenced in July 2015, and has 
been funded by The Robertson Trust until the end of June 2017. This report covers 
the period from July 2015 to the end of April 2017. 

1.2 The service works with young men aged under 21. Since 2016, however, 
Polmont has also held women of all ages, previously held at Cornton Vale. Although 
Shelter has chosen to provide a housing support service to these women, this has 
been funded by the organisation directly, and is, therefore, outwith the scope of this 
research2. 

The nature of the evaluation 

1.3 Reid Howie Associates (RHA) was commissioned by The Robertson Trust in 
2015 to carry out an evaluation of the service. The work was carried out in two 
stages. In 2016, an interim report was prepared, focusing on the lessons arising from 
the implementation and first year of operation of the service.  

1.4 In 2017, RHA conducted a total of 22 interviews with staff and managers from: 
Shelter and the SPS; The Robertson Trust; local authority housing services; and 
third sector throughcare and other support providers. The findings, together with an 
examination of documentary evidence provided by Shelter and The Robertson Trust, 
formed the basis of this final report.  

Housing issues facing young men in custody 

1.5 As part of setting the research in context, participants in the evaluation (of all 
types) were asked to identify the housing issues most commonly found to be facing 
users of their services. These fell into two main types: those issues most commonly 
experienced on imprisonment, and those relating to liberation. 

Housing issues faced on imprisonment 

1.6 A number of housing issues were identified as being common at the point of 
imprisonment, including the need to: 

 Inform a landlord about a change of circumstances. 

 Sustain a tenancy by any means available.  

 End a tenancy. 

 Effect the transfer of a tenancy to another (usually) family member. 

 Secure a property, and shut off utility and other services. 

 Retrieve and potentially store possessions. 

                                            
 
1 For ease of reading, establishments will be referred to only by name, e.g. “Polmont” or “Greenock”. 
2 Although Shelter’s work with women is outwith the scope of this research, at some points in the 

report, reference will be made to women to provide a clearer exposition of the context for the service.  
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 Make a claim for housing benefit, and potentially other benefits. 

 Deal with proceedings for abandonment or eviction. 

1.7 The need to deal with historical housing issues was also identified, including 
addressing: 

 Pre-existing rent arrears. 

 Other debts. 

 ASBOs and other legal matters. 

1.8 Data gathered by Shelter about those referred to the service suggests that a 
higher than expected proportion of young men referred to Shelter already had their 
own, or a shared tenancy. 

Table 1. Housing status on initial assessment by Shelter (Jul 15 to Mar 17)3 
 

Previous housing status Num % 

Tenancy (own or shared) 49 35 

Homeless 31 22 

Temporary accommodation 26 19 

Family or friends 23 16 

Supported accommodation 6 4 

Other 5 4 

Total  140  

 
1.9 There was a strong view among participants that timely and effective housing 
advice was required by young men at this time, in order to ensure that existing 
housing problems were recognised and addressed and to prevent new housing 
problems.  

Housing issues faced approaching, and at liberation 

1.10 A number of housing issues were identified as being common at the point of 
liberation including the need to: 

 Identify and secure suitable accommodation, usually on a temporary 
basis in the first instance. 

 Identify and secure suitable permanent accommodation.  

 Manage (where relevant) the re-opening of retained tenancies. 

 Secure the means to pay for accommodation. 

 Obtain adequate furniture, clothing etc. 

The impact of housing issues 

1.11 It was identified that a failure to address such housing issues may have 
significant negative consequences for an individual, both during their sentence and 
on liberation.  

                                            
 
3 This table is based on the housing status of young men referred to Shelter for support. 
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1.12 During a sentence, participants noted a range of potential problems, including: 

 Stress and other mental health issues. 

 Difficulties with family members, for example, arising over 
disagreements about housing circumstances or the disposal of 
property. 

 Drug use. 

 Non-participation in the regime. 

1.13 Participants also identified potential problems for other family members who 
could, for example, become homeless as a result of a failure on the part of the 
individual in custody to address rent arrears, or manage the transfer of a tenancy. 

1.14 On liberation, the main consequences of unresolved issues were identified as 
being: 

 Stress and other mental health issues. 

 Physical health issues. 

 Drug and / alcohol use. 

 Difficulties in addressing (and a negative impact on) other issues, 
such as employability, relationships and making wider changes in 
their lives. 

 Significantly increased risk of reoffending. 

 Increased risk, in some cases, of bullying and other forms of abuse. 

1.15 Participants also identified a range of knock-on issues likely to arise from a 
failure to secure appropriate accommodation, including difficulties in claiming 
benefits or registering with a GP.  

1.16 There was a clear view that failure to address housing issues could have a 
significant and negative impact on the likelihood of an individual desisting from 
offending. 

1.17 It was also noted that there could be significant additional costs for the public 
purse arising from housing issues. Examples of these included the cost of legal 
proceedings to secure evictions, or the cost of rehousing individuals or families who 
lose their accommodation because of imprisonment. 

1.18 These findings were found to be consistent with those identified in national 
research undertaken in 20154. It was clear that, in the view of most participants, 
these housing issues indicated a need for specialist housing support to address 
them. 

The local context and rationale for the Shelter housing support service 

1.19 Prior to the establishment of the Shelter service in 2015, there had been little 
support available to address housing issues in Polmont. Research undertaken by 

                                            
 
4 (RHA, 2016a, op cit) 
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RHA at that time5 suggested that there was no specialist provision available in the 
establishment.  

1.20 It was noted that Link Centre staff provided basic information and, where 
possible, addressed both post-sentence issues (such as securing a property, or 
completing a change of circumstances form) and pre-liberation issues (such as 
making an appointment for a homelessness assessment). A small number of local 
authorities reported visiting existing clients in Polmont, virtually always to facilitate 
the surrender of tendencies. Overall, provision in Polmont at that time could be 
characterised as typical of most SPS establishments then, in terms of the level and 
nature of housing support available. 

1.21 Polmont was, however, unusual in hosting a variety of throughcare projects. 
These included national initiatives such as Shine and New Routes, as well as local 
projects delivered by Access to Industry and Action for Children6. A consistent issue 
raised by these projects and others working in Polmont, had been the difficulties 
faced by young men in securing accommodation following liberation. It was identified 
that the lack of accommodation at that stage could undermine the support provided 
by these throughcare partners, and could potentially increase the risk of 
reoffending7.  

1.22 The Robertson Trust (which had funded a variety of throughcare projects at 
Polmont since 2008) approached the then Governor in 2015, with a view to 
establishing a “pathfinder” housing service. It was agreed that Shelter Scotland 
should be approached to co-design, and, if appropriate, run the service. 

1.23 The basis of the service was agreed between the partners, and commenced 
in July 2015 to run for two years. The Robertson Trust provided funding of £105,000, 
split equally between 2015-16 and 2016-17. At the time of writing, the service was 
being delivered by a specialist Housing Advisor8, with support from a Service 
Manager.  

1.24 The service operated to a logic model, indicating the expected inputs, 
activities and outcomes. There were also a number of agreed outcomes, which are 
detailed below. The logic model has been included at Annex 1, and the evaluation 
broadly followed this, as does the presentation of the findings.  

Aims and objectives of the Shelter housing support service 

1.25 The Shelter housing support service in Polmont set out to address the types 
of housing issues noted above. It aimed to: 

 Provide specialist advice and advocacy to individual young men to 
improve their housing outcomes. 

                                            
 
5 Reid Howie Associates 2016(a). “Housing and Reoffending: Supporting People Who Serve Short-

term Sentences to Secure and Sustain Stable Accommodation on Liberation”. Edinburgh, The 

Scottish Government. 
6 Throughout, this group of third sector-led projects will be referred to as “throughcare partners”. 
7 Reid Howie Associates 2016(b). “Breaking the Cycle.” Glasgow, The Robertson Trust 
8 For ease of reading, this post will be referred to as the [Shelter] Housing Advisor. 



5 
 

 Improve the system of support by working with the SPS, local 
authorities and throughcare service providers to improve knowledge, 
skills and share good practice. 

 Work with individual young men as peer mentors and potentially 
volunteers, both improving the support to others, and improving the 
post- liberation life chances of those who participate. 

1.26 The objectives of the service, as set out in the original application to The 
Robertson Trust, were to: 

 Deliver a specialist, impartial, pragmatic and outcome-focused 
advice and support service to clients, including 2nd tier advice to 
other agencies, working to Shelter Quality Standards. 

 Give full advice on all areas of Housing Law as defined through the 
Scottish National Standards for information and advice providers. 

 Undertake specialist advocacy work. 

 Contribute to local and national policy and practice development. 

 Facilitate drop-in advice sessions around housing and homelessness 
at the “family bus” (an on-site support service for families affected by 
a relative’s imprisonment). 

 Work closely with SPS staff, local authorities and other agencies to 
enhance client journeys and ensure the effective management of 
referrals and advice surgeries. 

Outcomes 

1.27 The service had three agreed outcomes, each with several activity targets. 
The original outcomes were: 

 Outcome 1: Young people leaving Polmont YOI will have a suitable 
place to live and will see their life chances improved as the risk of 
homelessness is greatly reduced. 

 Outcome 2: Through the sharing of our best practice model with the 
Scottish Prison Service and local authority services, statutory 
housing services and support for young people leaving Polmont will 
be improved. 

 Outcome 3: Young peoples’ skills and life experience will be 
harnessed to improve the design and delivery of the service 
accelerating engagement with the service and improving 
communication and self-confidence. 

1.28 Following the findings of an interim evaluation, Outcome 2 was amended in 
July 2016. The outcomes of the service at the time of the evaluation were: 

 Outcome 1: Young people leaving Polmont YOI will have a suitable 
place to live and will see their life chances improved as the risk of 
homelessness is greatly reduced. [Unchanged] 

 Outcome 2: SPS staff and other third sector partners in Polmont YOI 
have increased knowledge and confidence of prisoners’ housing 
issues. [Amended] 
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 Outcome 3: Young peoples’ skills and life experiences will be 
harnessed to improve the design and deliver of the service 
accelerating engagement with the service and improving 
communication and self-confidence. [Unchanged] 

1.29 The agreed targets for each year, expressed by Shelter and agreed by The 
Robertson Trust) taking account of the change in the service’s outcomes were as 
follows: 

Outcome 1 
 
 2015-2016 
  

 100 young people per year will receive one to one, specialist, 
tailored housing advice whilst serving their custodial sentence and 
leading up to their release. 

 A minimum of 18 regular drop-in housing advice sessions and group 
sessions will be offered to enable young offenders to engage in 
discussions around their housing options. 

 170 prisoners including case work and light touch service users, will 
feel they are more informed and knowledgeable about their housing 
situations and prospects. 

 2016-17   
 

 100 people per year will receive one to one, specialist, tailored 
housing advice whilst serving their custodial sentence and leading 
up to their release. 

 A minimum of 10 group sessions will be offered to enable young 
people to engage in discussions around their housing options. 

 

Outcome 2  
 
 2015-2016 
 

 30 SPS staff will have improved knowledge and will have improved 
confidence around prisoners’ housing issues. 

 The best practice model will be shared with 32 Local Authorities 
leading to improved services for young people leaving Polmont. 

 The best practice model will be shared with at least 4 national 
throughcare service providers working in Polmont. 

 2016-17 
 

 Share good practice for supporting young offenders’ and dealing with 
their housing needs when in prison with 30 SPS staff and 4 partner 
agencies within the PSP. 

 Provide national standards training in Housing advice type III to 1 
SPS staff and national standards training type I to 15 SPS staff. 
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Outcome 3  
 
 2015-2016 
 

 A minimum of 12 young offenders will be invited to develop the 
service to address their own needs and translate that into clear steps 
to be shared and disseminated to all offenders. 

 8 young offenders per year will take up befriending and peer to peer 
training.  

 5 peers per year will feel their life chances have improved due to 
being part of a project group and/or peer support. 

 2016-17 
 

 Shelter Scotland will involve young people to co-produce the 
Polmont project and share their experiences to enable the service to 
be more effective and increase engagement. 

 50 people per year will feel their life chances have improved due to 
being part of a project group involving how to find and keep a home. 

1.30 The evaluation explored progress against these outcomes, as well as those 
detailed in the logic model (Annex 1). 

The report 

1.31 The remainder of the report presents the findings of the evaluation. As noted, 
this follows the broad structure of the logic model, and includes examination of: 

 Inputs (Section 2). 

 Activities (Section 3). 

 Outcomes (Section 4). 

 Conclusions and suggested actions (Section 5). 

1.32 In addition, the service’s logic model is set out in Annex 1.  
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SECTION 2: INPUTS 

2.1 This section deals with inputs to the Shelter housing support service, as set 
out in the logic model (see Annex 1). A small number of “additional” inputs have 
been identified and included, which give a more rounded picture of the basis of the 
service9.  

2.2 This section will cover: 

 The evidence base for the service. 

 The service user population and eligibility. 

 Management and governance. 

 Staff. 

 Partner involvement. 

 Access to facilities. 

 Information management and record keeping. 

 User involvement. 

 Volunteers. 

2.3 In each case, the nature of provision, as well as the perceived participants’ 
views will be identified. 

The evidence base for the service 

2.4 The evidence base for the Shelter housing support service was drawn from: 

 Research by RHA, Shelter and others about the impact of housing 
issues on desistance. 

 The Scottish Government’s overall approach to reducing reoffending. 

 The SPS Organisational Review. 

 Evidence, from the experience of the SPS and throughcare partners, 
of a “postcode lottery” of housing support, with few local authorities 
choosing to visit Polmont at all, and none on a regular basis. 

 The practical experience of SPS staff in supporting young men 
leaving custody (including recent work by Throughcare Support 
Officers). 

 The practical experience of staff from throughcare partners in 
supporting young men leaving custody. 

 The practical experience of Shelter staff, both through a previous 
prison-based service supporting individuals leaving custody (the 
Scottish Prisoners’ Advice Network, or SPAN), and through providing 
support to those formerly in custody seeking housing following 
liberation.  

  

                                            
 
9 In some cases, in each of Sections 2-4 the descriptions of the inputs, activities and outcomes have 

been changed slightly to aid readability. 
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Evidence base: participants’ views 

2.5 There was a clear recognition, among all of those who participated in this 
evaluation, that the overall approach adopted by Shelter was based in clear and 
strong evidence of the nature of housing issues facing those who served prison 
sentences, and the need for support with these. A number of participants (of all 
types) suggested that the service was “long overdue” on the basis of this. 

The service user population and eligibility 

2.6 The population at Polmont currently consists of two separate groups: young 
men aged 16-20, and women of all ages. The total population, as at 16th May 2017, 
was 509. This comprised 416 young men and 93 women. Among the young men, 
115 were on remand and 301 sentenced (with 227 serving under 4 years, and 74 
serving 4 years and over). Among the women, 29 were on remand and 64 sentenced 
(with 44 serving under 4 years, and 20 serving 4 years or more). 

2.7 The Shelter service is nominally open to all young men, regardless of status 
and sentence length. In practice, virtually all of those referred have been serving 
sentences of four years or less, although it has also worked with a small number of 
young men on remand.  

2.8 During 2016, the SPS took the decision to move women from Cornton Vale to 
Polmont, thus changing the balance of the population. At the time, the Governor took 
the decision in principle to make the same services available to both groups, except 
where there were funding or eligibility issues which precluded this (e.g. some 
throughcare partners’ services such as New Routes and Shine which are targeted 
towards men and women respectively).  

2.9 A specialist housing service had been provided by SACRO in Cornton Vale on 
behalf of the SPS and Forth Valley CJA, but this was discontinued in 2016. Shelter 
took the decision to extend its service to women held in Polmont. However, in order 
to maintain the same level of service to young men, Shelter funded this work from its 
own resources. As will be set out later, an additional worker was allocated to 
Polmont to work largely, although not exclusively with women. 

The service user population and eligibility: participants’ views 

2.10 Eligibility for the service was considered to have been appropriate. There was 
strong support for the approach taken by Shelter in making support available to all 
young men in Polmont, and for the willingness of the worker to provide support to, for 
example, those remanded in custody as well as those who had been sentenced. It 
was suggested that this meant that all of those who experienced housing issues had 
access to a service to address these. 

2.11 There was also strong support among most participants for the decision to 
extend the service to women, as it was recognised that this group also experienced 
housing issues. Although some questions were raised about whether this had had 
the effect of diluting the service available to young men, Shelter staff were clear that 
this had not happened, and that the “core” service (summarised in Section 1) had 
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been unaffected. As noted earlier, this strand of the work was funded by Shelter 
separately. 

Management and governance 

2.12 The day to day management of the service has been undertaken by Shelter’s 
Dundee Hub Manager.  

2.13 In early 2016, an SPS manager was identified to oversee the management of 
the service at a strategic level for the SPS. This arrangement remained in place at 
the time of writing. Day to day liaison with the service, on the part of the SPS, was 
being undertaken by the Link Centre First Line Manager (a jobshare post at the time 
of writing).  

2.14 It had been intended that the service would be overseen using an existing 
framework agreement set out in a “Partnership Pack”.10 Although this was completed 
and submitted by Shelter in 2016, it was never signed off by the SPS. 

2.15 In the absence of such a formal governance structure, the service has been 
overseen by The Robertson Trust, the SPS and Shelter through a series of ad hoc 
meetings between the partners. 

2.16 The Robertson Trust and Shelter used the normal project management 
reporting framework. This included regular verbal updates provided by the Shelter 
Service Manager. 

Management and governance: participants’ views 

2.17 There was a strong view among both Shelter and the SPS that the 
management arrangements for the service had improved over time. 

2.18 Most of the comments about management and governance, however, related 
to concerns. A number of issues were raised which were seen to have led to 
problems for the service. 

2.19 As will be set out in more detail later, Shelter faced a number of initial practical 
and operational problems. At that time, both Shelter and The Robertson Trust noted 
difficulties in identifying a designated SPS manager who would take overall 
responsibility for the service (and this issue was acknowledged by SPS). 

2.20 It was suggested that the key to improvements in overall management of the 
service had been the identification of a manager from within the SPS with whom 
Shelter could liaise. There was a common view that the designated manager had 
then been able to address most, although not all, of the issues Shelter faced, albeit 
at a later stage in implementation than would have been ideal. 

                                            
 
10 The Partnership Pack is a framework agreement covering the delivery of services in prison by third 

sector organisations. It has been adopted by the SPS and voluntary sector throughcare and other 

service providers, and has previously been used to manage services within Polmont. 
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2.21 Some issues were also raised about the “day to day” management of the 
service. Both the SPS and Shelter noted that there had been some confusion about, 
for example, lines of communication and areas of responsibility.  

2.22 The lack of a governance structure was also identified as a concern by The 
Robertson Trust, the SPS and Shelter, although the specific nature of these 
concerns differed.  

2.23 Overall, however, there was general agreement that, while the ad hoc pattern 
of meetings had been effective in addressing individual issues as these were 
identified, a more structured approach could perhaps have been more effective. It 
was suggested that this was particularly the case during the second year of the 
service. During that period, a number of changes were made to the service’s overall 
approach (discussed in Section 3), which it was felt would have benefited from more 
formal oversight.  

Staff 

2.24 Shelter, as part of its agreement with The Robertson Trust, provided a 
specialist Housing Advisor to work in Polmont. The hours of the Housing Advisor 
were not defined in the agreement but the postholder has worked full-time, attending 
Polmont one or two days per week (although the days were not fixed). On the 
remaining days, the Housing Advisor carried out casework from Shelter’s Dundee 
Hub (where they were nominally based).  

2.25 From mid-2016. Shelter committed an additional housing specialist to the 
service. That staff member has generally attended Polmont one day per week. A 
significant element of their time has been allocated to providing a service to women 
held at Polmont (which, as noted in Section 1, was outwith the scope of this 
evaluation). 

2.26 The Service Manager also nominally allocated one day per week of their time 
to the service. 

Staffing: participants’ views 

2.27 Overall views of the nature of the Shelter staff were positive. The research 
found a clear recognition of the value of the specialist knowledge and expertise of 
the Housing Advisor, particularly in relation to addressing complex cases.  

2.28 Staff from external housing providers, and from throughcare partners, were 
particularly positive about the benefits to them of having a dedicated Housing 
Advisor available in Polmont. In the former case, the primary benefit was seen to be 
in relation to tenants who had been imprisoned and who may be required to 
surrender a tenancy. In the latter case, the primary benefit was seen to be in terms 
of having support to try to ensure a shared service user obtained suitable housing on 
liberation. 

2.29 It was also noted that the Shelter worker was seen to have been 
approachable, willing to take on cases and willing to provide informal support on 
housing matters. 
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2.30 The involvement of other service providers in helping to identify and address 
housing issues was also generally seen to have been appropriate and beneficial. 
This was seen to have increased the number of opportunities for housing issues to 
be addressed, as well as allowing a significant number of “low level” issues to be 
resolved without the need for Shelter’s involvement. 

2.31 The main area of concern about staffing, identified by a number of SPS 
participants, was the perceived limited number of hours the Shelter service was seen 
to have been available with Polmont.  

2.32 Overall, there was a strong view among SPS staff (and acknowledged by 
Shelter) that it would have been more beneficial to have had the Housing Advisor 
based full-time in Polmont, rather than partly in Polmont and partly in Dundee. 

Partner involvement 

2.33 The evaluation also found that several SPS staff had been involved in 
identifying and addressing housing issues and contributing to support provision, as 
follows: 

 Link Centre staff, who administer the Core Screen11 (which contains 
a section on housing issues). 

 Induction staff, who feature housing issues in presentations to 
individuals in the early stages of imprisonment. 

 Case management officers, who identify housing issues as part of 
the overall case management process at Polmont. 

 Personal officers, who are the first point of contact for those held at 
Polmont about housing issues. 

 Throughcare Support Officers (TSOs), who work with individuals for 
6 weeks before, and 12 weeks following liberation, and who 
generally deal with a range of housing-related issues. 

2.34 It was also found that staff from throughcare partners and other services (e.g. 
mental health and addictions [delivered in prison by the NHS]; the Department for 
Work and Pensions [DWP] and some external housing service providers were 
sometimes involved in identifying and addressing housing issues. 

Partner involvement: participants’ views 

2.35 In general terms, participants were positive about partner involvement, with a 
large number of examples provided of effective joint working, particularly in relation 
to individual service users. 

2.36 Some concerns were raised, however, about communication issues, with the 
suggestion that there were not always clear lines of information sharing. It was also 
suggested that Shelter had not participated as much as had been expected in 

                                            
 
11 The “Core Screen” is a questionnaire administered by SPS staff at the beginning of an individual’s 

sentence, and is designed to identify potential risks and areas of concern. 
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Polmont’s case management process (an activity specifically identified in the 
service’s logic model). 

Access to facilities 

2.37 The Shelter Housing Advisor has been located within the Activities 2 area in 
Polmont. This area comprises offices, interview rooms and groupwork areas. Link 
Centre staff, TSOs, throughcare partners and a range of other third sector service 
providers are also located there.  

2.38 The Shelter Housing Advisor has been provided with access to a desk, 
computer and phone on a shared basis. They also have access to interview rooms 
(on a shared basis within others in Activities 2). Most of the interviews, however, 
have taken place in residential areas, rather than in Activities 2 because of difficulties 
with the booking system.  

2.39 Additionally, the logic model mentioned “group work space” as a key input to 
the service, but it transpired that Shelter had no requirement for its own group work 
space, as the activity was delivered as part of a wider SPS programme. 

2.40 The Housing Advisor has had access to PR2 and to an SPS email address 12.  

Access to facilities: participants’ views 

2.41 The location of the worker in Activities 2 was seen to have been appropriate, 
with clear benefits in their having been situated close to nearly all of the SPS and 
throughcare partner staff who were likely to either make referrals for housing 
support, or to work in partnership with the Shelter Housing Advisor.  

2.42 There have, however, been longstanding difficulties identified for Shelter in 
working in Polmont. In the early stages of service implementation, for example, it 
was suggested that there appeared to be little certainty about whether the Housing 
Advisor would be able to access a desk or computer, although this improved 
significantly following the new management arrangements in 2016 (see above).  

2.43 There were also some concerns expressed relating to the configuration of 
Activities 2. As the area is largely based on “hot-desking”, it was noted that the 
Housing Advisor had not been able to work from a desk of their own, nor to have 
guaranteed access to a computer and telephone at all times. It was suggested that 
this did not always enable the most effective way of working, or use of time. 

  

                                            
 
12 PR2 is the SPS prisoner records system. All SPS staff and approved contractors and partners have 

access to a secure email network while within Polmont. Contractors and partners generally cannot 

access these email accounts outside Polmont, although designated SPS staff (e.g. TSOs) can do so. 

As will be set out in Section 3, the referral and case management systems in place at Polmont rely on 

access to PR2 and secure email. 
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Information management and record keeping 

2.44 Shelter has used a number of means of information management and record 
keeping for the housing support service.  

2.45 PR2 has been used for referrals, and to maintain limited information about 
cases (e.g. about onward referrals, or where a case has been concluded). PR2 is 
not, however, a case management system, and provides only rudimentary recording 
and tracking facilities. 

2.46 As such, Shelter has had to use two additional systems: the Shelter-wide 
casework management system (e.g. to maintain information about service users’ 
requirements and actions taken); and an external spreadsheet (used to record 
monitoring information).  

Information management: participants’ views 

2.47 Access to PR2 was identified by participants of all types as having been a 
significant benefit to the project. It was noted that PR2 contains a substantial amount 
of relevant information about individual service users and their circumstances (e.g. 
home addresses, dependents and key dates), as well as information about other 
services they may already be working with, and an up to date record of their location 
within the prison. 

2.48 Evidence from Shelter also suggests that its own case management system 
worked effectively, and has provided the underpinning necessary to allow individual 
cases to be tracked.  

2.49 There were, however, a number of concerns about information management.  

2.50 The use of PR2 appeared to have presented two specific difficulties for 
Shelter. Firstly, it was suggested that the configuration of PR2 made it difficult for the 
Housing Advisor to ascertain the source of many housing referrals. Linked to this, as 
PR2 contains no information about the source of referrals, there was no obvious 
means to provide feedback to a referrer about the outcome of the referral, or about 
any issues which arose. While a number of services address this by deploying a 
separate referral and feedback form, Shelter chose not to do this on a consistent 
basis (although some services did use a referral form).  

2.51 Secondly, the lack of remote access to even basic information in PR2 or 
secure email (used extensively in Polmont to support the case management 
process) was seen to have been a significant constraint to service provision. The 
lack of remote access to information from either source was identified by Shelter as 
having been problematic when the Housing Advisor was in the Dundee Hub. These 
issues were also seen to have made it difficult for SPS staff to raise issues requiring 
urgent support when the Housing Advisor was not in the establishment.  

2.52 The Housing Advisor also identified some frustration with the secure email 
system in Polmont itself, with constraints, for example, on sending emails to large 
groups of staff (which it was considered could have helped in promoting the service).  
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2.53 The evaluation also identified some issues with the completion of the Shelter 
monitoring form, which was haphazard. At the time of writing, the spreadsheet 
contained a large amount of missing data and had not been updated for many 
weeks. 

User involvement  

2.54 The logic model identified user involvement as among the inputs to the 
service, and this reflected in Outcome 3 (that “Shelter Scotland will involve young 
people to co-produce the Polmont service and share their experiences to enable the 
service to be more effective and increase engagement”). 

2.55 In practice, however, no formal user involvement was sought. It was noted 
that the service, and the nature of the support available, evolved over time in the 
light of the types of housing issues service users presented with, and the feedback 
given to the staff by individual service users. 

Volunteers 

2.56 The logic model also identified the potential for using volunteers in the delivery 
of the service (as mentors). However, the approach adopted to delivering the 
relevant activities meant that there was no opportunity to use volunteers in this way. 

Overview 

2.57 It is clear from the findings in this section that there have been a range of 
inputs (financial and otherwise) to the Shelter housing support service. 

2.58 While most of the inputs were seen to have been positive overall, the 
evaluation has identified a few concerns (although some have already been 
addressed). Lessons can be learned from these concerns, and have been 
incorporated in the recommendations set out in Section 5. 

2.59 The next section examines the activities of the Shelter housing support 
service and the nature of the work undertaken. 
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SECTION 3: ACTIVITIES 

3.1 This section describes the activities undertaken by the Shelter housing 
support service13. The impact of these activities is discussed in Section 4. 

3.2 This section will cover: 

 Promotion of the service. 

 Identification and referral of service users. 

 The provision of advice and guidance, and housing casework. 

 Life skills for service users. 

 Knowledge transfer and awareness raising. 

 Development of a best practice model. 

Promotion of the service 

3.3 As set out in Section 1, prior to the establishment of the Shelter housing 
support service in July 2015, there had been no specialist housing support service in 
Polmont.  

3.4 For this reason, it was clear to Shelter and the SPS at the outset that there 
would be a need to ensure that relevant staff and partner organisations were made 
aware of the existence of the service, and the basis upon which housing support 
could be offered. The evaluation found ways in which Shelter had promoted the 
service both within Polmont and more widely. 

3.5 In the early stages, both the Service Manager and the Shelter Housing 
Advisor had arranged and taken part in meetings with relevant SPS staff and 
partners. Meetings were held with SPS staff from the Link Centre, programmes and 
some residential areas. Meetings were also held with TSOs and with throughcare 
partners including Shine, New Routes, Passport and Action for Children. 

3.6 The Housing Advisor also made contact with a number of specialist housing 
workers providing support in other prisons (including workers at Kilmarnock, 
Greenock, and Barlinnie). In addition, as the need arose, the Housing Advisor also 
made contact with housing officers in other local authorities. 

3.7 Shelter took a decision not to promote the housing support service directly to 
young men held at Polmont (apart from an initial flyer distributed with canteen 
sheets), as it was considered that the multiple opportunities within the system for 
identifying housing issues and making referrals to the service would make the need 
for self-referral less likely. 

Promotion of the service: participants’ views 

3.8 There was a consensus view among all participants that the activities carried 
out by Shelter to promote the service had been generally appropriate.  

                                            
 
13 As with the inputs described in Section 2, the descriptions of some types of activity have been 

amended to aid readability. 
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3.9 There were, however, mixed views about whether the activities had been 
sufficiently focussed on residential staff (who may be the first point of contact for 
housing issues arising during a sentence).  

3.10 Additionally, some concerns were expressed about whether Shelter had taken 
sufficient steps to make clear the basis of the operation of the service, specifically its 
operating hours, and the availability of the Housing Advisor, both within the prison 
and particularly when working from the Dundee Hub. 

Identification and referral of service users 

3.11 The identification of housing issues among young men in Polmont was a key 
element of the logic model, and the evaluation found several ways in which housing 
issues may be identified at Polmont.  

3.12 Although it was found that many of these activities would be carried out by 
SPS staff, rather than the Shelter Housing Advisor, the identification and referral 
process is described in full below. This helps provide a rounded view of the housing 
support process, and the full context for the suggested actions set out in Section 5, 

3.13 The main point of identification of housing issues is the administration of the 
Core Screen, a standard set of questions covering housing, as well as a range of 
other issues. This takes place following reception to the prison, and is done by Link 
Centre staff. 

3.14 Where an individual notifies staff that they have an existing tenancy, or 
historic rent arrears, this would then be recorded on PR2, and, in most cases, a 
referral to Shelter would be generated. The exception would be in those cases where 
SPS staff could deal with the issue directly, either because it was straightforward 
(e.g. the completion of a landlord’s change of circumstances form), or where it 
required urgent intervention (e.g. a need to shutter a property, or turn off a gas 
supply). 

3.15 Social work staff may also identify housing issues, as part of their own 
assessment process. A significant number of young men held in Polmont are 
required by the court to have social work involvement throughout their sentence, and 
in planning for liberation. As part of this process, social work staff carry out an initial 
assessment of relevant issues, including previous and anticipated housing 
circumstances. As with the Core Screen, where this process identified previous, 
current or potential housing issues, a referral to Shelter would be generated. 

3.16 Housing issues may also be identified at induction. At the time of the 
evaluation, it was found that SPS staff would provide an input on housing issues as 
part of the induction process, designed to alert individuals, at an early stage in their 
sentence, to the potential for housing problems, and the potential risks in failing to 
address these. Where staff identified a housing issue they could not deal with 
immediately, again this would be logged on PR2, and a referral to Shelter generated. 

3.17 In recent months before the evaluation, Polmont introduced a multi-agency 
case management system for those serving short sentences (known as the Case 
Management Board, or CMB). This was designed to ensure that support was 
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properly co-ordinated, and to avoid duplication. The CMB nominally involves all 
services working in Polmont, including Shelter. 

3.18 All young men not otherwise required to have social work involvement would 
be referred to the Case Management Board. As part of this, each individual would be 
allocated a Personal Officer, with responsibility to engage with them throughout their 
sentence. This engagement is guided by a “Positive Futures Plan” (PFP), which uses 
a set of structured categories to identify both needs and opportunities. These are 
identified as “outcomes” and it would be expected that, wherever possible, these 
would be addressed before an individual was liberated.  

3.19 Where housing issues are identified as part of this process, a Personal Officer 
should record these in the PFP and make a referral to Shelter, either directly or, 
more usually, through the prison’s Standard Integrated Case Management (ICM) 
team (which co-ordinates the case management process). 

3.20 The process requires Personal Officers to review outstanding outcomes on a 
regular basis, and is designed to identify if, for example, a referral to Shelter has 
been actioned.  

3.21 Each individual case would be discussed at a pre-liberation CMB, usually 3-6 
weeks prior to liberation. Evidence from the SPS suggests that housing issues arise 
very frequently in these discussions, usually relating to the individual having to 
present as homeless or having insecure accommodation. It was suggested that a 
referral to Shelter at this stage would, however, be less likely, as the presumption 
would be that most of these would go in the first instance to the TSOs or throughcare 
partners.14  

3.22 TSOs and throughcare partners also reported identifying housing issues as 
part of their work, which would then be logged on PR2. Additionally, in principle, any 
member of staff within Polmont (both SPS and partners) could identify housing 
issues as part of their day to day work. 

Identification of housing issues and referral: participants’ views 

3.23 Participants of all types were generally confident that processes being used to 
identify housing issues and make referrals for service users were appropriate, 
providing multiple opportunities for these to come to light. It was noted that three 
elements of the process (the Core Screen, the PFP and the CMB) explicitly required 
housing issues to be considered.  

3.24 While overall views were positive, there were a few concerns about remaining 
limitations to the identification and referral of potential service users. Several 
participants noted, for example, that young men may be unwilling to acknowledge 
housing issues; may refuse to confront the “reality” of debt; or may maintain a fiction 
of returning to their family home as a coping mechanism. It was suggested by some 

                                            
 
14 The way in which advice and guidance is delivered to individual service users is described in detail 

later in this section, but in summary, Shelter’s Housing Advisor would be more likely to work with 

service users at the start of a sentence, while TSOs and throughcare partners would be likely to work 

with service users towards the end of a sentence. 
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participants that this placed a particular emphasis on the skills of staff who came into 
contact with individuals to tease out housing issues15. 

3.25 A further complication identified, particularly given the fact that Polmont is a 
national establishment, was that housing providers are under no obligation to inform 
the SPS when serving notices on tenants, or even when issuing warning letters 
(although some would do so as a courtesy). It was noted that this placed the onus on 
an individual in custody to seek support with the issue (and for personal officers to 
regularly review housing issues as part of the PFP process), with examples of some 
cases where such housing issues had only come to light much later. 

3.26 Data gathered by Shelter on the source of referrals was found to be 
incomplete, but does support the view that there are multiple opportunities for 
housing issues to be identified and referred for specialist support. Completion of the 
core screen leads to the greatest percentage of referrals, but the table below shows 
that there were also a high number of referrals from prison based staff (both SPS 
and partners). Although not displayed here, the 22 “staff” referrals were made by 12 
different staff members. 

Table 2. Sources of referral to Shelter (Jul15 to Mar17)16 
 

Source Num % 

“PR2” (in effect, the Core Screen) 57 58% 

Staff member of prison-based service 11 11% 

SPS staff member 11 11% 

Local authority or social landlord 9 9% 

Self-referral 9 9% 

Staff member of community based service 1 1% 

Other service user 1 1% 

Total 99  

 
3.27 Shelter participated in the CMB process when specific cases were to be 
discussed.  

The provision of advice and guidance, and housing casework 

3.28 The evaluation found that the provision of advice and guidance, and housing 
casework, represented the bulk of the work of the Shelter housing support service 
over its lifetime.  

3.29 The service was found to have provided advice and guidance, and undertaken 
casework, in three main ways: 

                                            
 
15 Although arguably outside the scope of this research, some participants noted that SPS had taken 

a decision to delay the introduction of an improved housing section in the Core Screen. However, it 

was also noted that SPS staff at Polmont are particularly experienced in identifying housing issues 

and suggested that the additional areas were already covered. However, in Section 5, it will be 

suggested that Polmont could choose to implement the additional housing questions locally, to ensure 

that these are covered in all cases. 
16 This data includes only those cases for which referral information was recorded by Shelter. 
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 Directly to service users on imprisonment. 

 Directly to service users approaching liberation. 

 Indirectly, to staff working with service users. 

Provision to service users on imprisonment 
 
3.30 As set out in Section 1, previous research and the current evaluation identified 
significant housing issues facing young men sentenced to custody. These were set 
out in Section 1, and will not be reiterated here. 

3.31 The research identified that the Shelter housing support service had assisted 
individual service users facing a wide range of issues, including: 

 Providing general advice on housing circumstances. 

 Notifying a landlord about imprisonment, or a change of 
circumstances. 

 Making a housing benefit claim, or checking eligibility for other 
current or backdated benefits. 

 Negotiating a repayment plan for arrears. 

 Negotiating the protection of a tenancy. 

 Arranging for property to be secured. 

 Transferring a joint tenancy to an individual. 

 Dealing with joint tenancy arrangements when both tenants had 
been imprisoned. 

 Negotiating an agreed level of arrears with a landlord to allow a 
tenancy to be sustained even beyond the period of eligibility for 
Housing Benefit. 

3.32 It was also identified that Shelter had assisted service users with legal and 
other issues (e.g. relationship breakdown) which had arisen during an individual’s 
sentence. 

3.33 Both the Housing Advisor and SPS staff noted that many of these 
arrangements were complex, and had required particular expertise or experience. 

Provision to service users approaching liberation 
 
3.34 When the project was conceived, it was assumed that much of its work would 
focus on the prevention of homelessness on liberation.  

3.35 The support provided by Shelter at this stage was found to have included: 

 Advice on options following liberation. 

 Arrangement of interviews following liberation. 

 Support with the completion of housing applications. 

 Support with potentially finding private sector lets. 

3.36 The evaluation found, however, that, although this formed part of the work of 
the service, the advent of support from TSOs (as well as throughcare partners) had 
reduced the requirement for Shelter to carry out this work. 
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Provision to staff working with service users 
 
3.37 There was clear evidence that the Housing Adviser provided specialist advice 
and information to staff from the SPS and partner agencies. A number of examples 
were identified where Shelter had provided advice to other staff on, for example, 
legal matters or housing providers’ obligations towards those presenting as 
homeless. 

3.38 A number of external housing service providers noted that the Housing 
Advisor had provided a first point of contact for them on discovering that a tenant or 
resident had been sentenced to custody. Among the types of information and 
assistance identified as having been provided to them were: 

 Confirmation that an individual was in custody. 

 Identification of an individual’s intentions in relation to their tenancy 
and possessions following imprisonment. 

 The completion of necessary paperwork to allow a tenancy to be 
terminated. 

3.39 It was also noted that Shelter also worked extensively with throughcare 
partners (in some cases, in conjunction with TSOs). Action for Children and 
Passport, for example, provided a number of examples of cases in which legal and 
other housing information had been provided by Shelter to allow the services to 
support a young person leaving Polmont more effectively. 

The provision of advice and guidance, and housing casework: participants’ 
views 

3.40 The evaluation found universally positive views of the advice and guidance 
provided by Shelter, both at the point of imprisonment and approaching liberation. 
There was a strong view that this had been appropriate in the light of the range of 
needs among the service user group (as summarised in Section 1). 

3.41 There was also found to be support for Shelter’s decision to focus on tenancy 
sustainment work from 2016 onwards, particularly among the TSOs, who made it 
clear that they believed they had the skills and expertise to support service users 
with many of the housing issues they faced approaching liberation. 

3.42 There was also support, however, from TSOs and throughcare partners for 
Shelter’s decision to continue to provide advice or assistance to this group of service 
users in cases where staff members either did not have the skills, or were otherwise 
unable to help an individual to address housing issues. 

3.43 All of those who participated in the research expressed confidence in Shelter’s 
work, and had no reservations about making referrals. External housing providers 
also stated that the presence of a housing specialist in Polmont had made their work 
with young men in custody easier. 

3.44 There were positive views of the advice provided to other services, including 
the TSOs and throughcare partners. The expertise of the Shelter Housing Advisor, 
and their willingness to provide assistance in this way, was noted.  
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3.45 No specific concerns were noted about the provision of advice and guidance, 
and housing casework. 

Life skills for service users 

3.46 The second main activity identified within the agreement and logic model was 
the delivery of training or awareness sessions to young men.  

3.47 Programme delivery staff within the SPS had previously identified the need for 
specialist housing input to the pre-liberation programmes. It had also been agreed 
that the best means of undertaking this would be through Shelter’s input to a pre-
existing “Life Skills” programme.  

3.48 The Life Skills programme is targeted at young men in the last eight weeks 
before liberation. It lasts four weeks, and covers a range of personal efficacy and 
resilience-related skills, including an understanding of benefits and civil society, as 
well as practical skills such as cooking and budgeting. 

3.49 It was agreed that Shelter would provide one two-hour session to each 
iteration of the programme. This equated to one half day per month. 

3.50 Shelter’s input focused on housing-related issues such as: 

 Legal and social responsibilities. 

 Budgeting. 

 Avoidance of antisocial behaviour. 

 Being a good neighbour. 

 Help seeking. 

 Housing benefits. 

3.51 In 2015-16, Shelter delivered sessions to 54 young men. These were largely 
delivered by the Service Manager, with input from the Housing Advisor.  

3.52 Shelter continued to deliver sessions until December 2016. 

Life skills for service users: participants’ views 

3.53 The views of the sessions, expressed by SPS staff, and in feedback from 
those who took part in the sessions, were positive (although the SPS did not 
evaluate individual sessions). It was suggested by the SPS that the sessions had 
been well-constructed, well-informed and pitched at an appropriate level for the 
target group. 

3.54 As will be set out in Section 5, the SPS identified an ongoing need for 
specialist housing input to the Life Skills (pre-liberation) programme. The importance 
of housing in relation to desistance was seen to make this an important strand of 
provision. 

Knowledge transfer and awareness raising 

3.55 The third main element of the Shelter service at Polmont was intended to be 
the development of a range of activities to ensure knowledge transfer and increased 
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awareness among SPS staff and partners of (and confidence in) addressing the 
housing issues faced by young men in the prison. 

3.56 No formal activities of this type were undertaken in Year 1. In Year 2, it was 
agreed that SPS staff would undertake on-line training available through Shelter 
nationally. Two types of training were identified as having been undertaken: Housing 
Law Advice Introduction and Housing Law – Advocacy and Representation 

3.57 The Housing Law Advice Introduction course is designed for staff likely to be 
required to provide basic advice to individuals with housing needs, and covers five 
main areas: 

 Housing issues. 

 Security of tenure. 

 Homelessness. 

 Housing repair and disrepair. 

 Housing arrears, eviction and repossession. 

3.58 Shelter’s Housing Law – Advocacy and Representation course is significantly 
more advanced, and is designed to help non-housing specialist carry out basic 
casework, provide effective advice and enable them to be an advocate for a service 
user. It covers six main areas: 

 Housing issues. 

  Security of tenure. 

  Homelessness. 

  Housing repair and disrepair. 

  Finance. 

  Representation at hearings. 

3.59 At the time of the evaluation, 14 staff had completed Shelter’s Housing Law 
Introduction, with a further staff member expected to complete this before the end of 
the funding period in June 2017. One staff member was expected to complete the 
Housing Law – Advocacy and Representation course, also by the end of June. 

Knowledge transfer and awareness raising: participants’ views 

3.60 There was a shared view that the decision to use pre-existing Shelter-
delivered programmes had been appropriate. It was also suggested that this had 
freed up Shelter staff time to focus on individual casework.   

3.61 Initial feedback from staff who had undertaken the course was positive. As the 
training had only recently been completed for most of the participants at the time of 
the evaluation, and two had yet to complete courses, it was impossible to evaluate 
this further at this stage. 

Best practice model 

3.62 Finally, in terms of the nature of activities, as part of its initial agreement with 
The Robertson Trust, Shelter had been asked to develop a Best Practice Model for 
housing support to young men entering or leaving Polmont. It was envisaged that 
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this would be developed in conjunction with local authorities and throughcare 
partners. 

3.63 At the end of Year 1, it was agreed that this activity should be dropped, as it 
was considered more appropriate for this to be taken forward at a national level by 
the SPS and its partners, covering all establishments and all local authorities. By this 
stage, the SPS had appointed a national housing specialist and was envisaged that 
they would have a key role in this. 

Overview 

3.64 The evaluation identified that the Shelter Housing Support Service has, in 
practice focused largely on the provision of advice and guidance, and on casework, 
rather than the range of activities anticipated at the outset.  

3.65 While some work has been undertaken to develop the life skills of service 
users, as well as the skills of staff from the SPS and partner organisations, this has 
not been in the form, nor to the extent originally envisaged. 

3.66 Views of the work carried out by Shelter have, however, been universally 
positive, with general support for the current focus on tenancy sustainment, and on 
input at the early stages of imprisonment. 

3.67 As was the case with the inputs to the service, it is clear that a number of 
lessons can be learned from the activities undertaken. These have again been 
incorporated in the recommendations made in Section 5. 
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SECTION 4: OUTCOMES 

4.1 This section summarises the findings of the evaluation in relation to progress 
against the outcomes contained within the logic model17 and agreement between 
Shelter and The Robertson Trust. 

4.2 This section will cover: 

 Awareness of the service. 

 Awareness of housing issues among those serving sentences. 

 Awareness of housing issues among staff. 

 Achievement of positive housing outcomes on admission. 

 Achievement of positive housing outcomes approaching liberation. 

 Improved life skills among young men. 

 “Agreed” outcomes and targets. 

Awareness of the service 

4.3 Overall, there were mixed views of the extent to which, overall Shelter had 
made people aware of the presence of the service and given them an understanding 
of what it offered.  

4.4 As noted in Section 3, Shelter initially carried out a range of activities to 
introduce the service to staff in a variety of roles, and participants suggested that this 
had been effective.  

4.5 It was also evident from the evaluation that staff with a clear need to be aware 
of Shelter’s service (staff in the Link Centre, programmes staff, TSOs and 
throughcare partners) had a clear understanding of the operation of the service.  

4.6 There was also a clear perception among SPS participants that staff more 
widely across the prison, particularly Personal Officers, were much less likely to be 
aware of the Shelter housing support service. Some participants, however, 
expressed the view that this was unlikely to cause difficulties in practice, as these 
staff would generally contact Link Centre staff or TSOs to seek advice when such 
issues arose. 

4.7 The evaluation, however, found that there appeared to have been little 
awareness among SPS staff and throughcare partners, that the Housing Advisor 
post was full-time (even though the worker was in Polmont for only part of the week). 
Related to this, it was noted that some staff had been unaware that the Housing 
Advisor was available for consultation when working in Dundee.  

4.8 A number of staff were also critical of the lack of “advertised” opening hours 
for the Shelter service. It was suggested that they had had no knowledge of when, or 

                                            
 
17 As with the inputs and activities, the descriptions of some of the outcomes have been revised to 

improve readability. 



26 
 

even whether, the Housing Advisor would be in attendance at Polmont on any given 
week.  

4.9 Some of these participants stated that these issues had created a range of 
difficulties for SPS staff, as well as for service users, not least some uncertainty 
about when their housing issues might be addressed.  

4.10 It was suggested that one consequence of this had been that SPS staff 
(particularly TSOs) had been involved in carrying out work to address some housing 
issues themselves. Although dealing with some housing issues was seen to be 
within their remit, there was a concern that some of these issues may have required 
more specialist input. 

Awareness of housing issues among those serving sentences 

4.11 Overall, there was a general view among participants that those in custody 
were now being provided with an adequate range of opportunities to identify and 
potentially address their housing issues. 

4.12 It was clear that Shelter had contributed to making those serving sentences in 
Polmont more aware of these issues and the need to address them. This was 
achieved largely though casework, but also through groupwork carried out in the first 
year of operation of the service. 

4.13 Participants in the evaluation suggested that the increased understanding of 
housing issues identified among SPS and partners’ staff (due in part to the work of 
the Shelter service), and the introduction of structured planning (via PFP, the CMB 
and the throughcare support service), had also enabled individuals in custody to be 
become more aware of housing issues. 

Awareness of housing issues among staff 

4.14 Various participants in the evaluation noted a substantial increase in the level 
of knowledge and awareness of housing issues among staff from both the SPS and 
its partners. SPS staff across a wide range of functions, as well as staff from 
throughcare partners, were considered to be more knowledgeable about housing 
issues, and most expressed confidence in dealing with all but complex (largely legal) 
issues. 

4.15 Participants identified that the Housing Advisor had been open to providing 
information and informal assistance, so advancing the knowledge base of staff. 
Additionally, the presence of a specialist Housing Advisor within the prison was seen 
to have given staff the confidence to begin to address housing issues themselves, in 
the knowledge that these could be referred on to a specialist if necessary.  

4.16 There was a shared view that this had led to an increase both in the volume 
of, and the effectiveness of joint working. A range of benefits were highlighted of the 
involvement of partners in identifying and helping address some housing issues, 
including: 

 Better identification of housing issues. 
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 Development of housing-related knowledge and skills among these 
staff. 

 Development of prison, or throughcare-related knowledge and skills 
among Shelter staff. 

 A source of information for community – based housing providers 
(primarily local authorities). 

 Better joint case work to address housing issues. 

4.17 Participants believed that the opportunities for housing issues to be identified 
had increased significantly compared to the period prior to the establishment of the 
Shelter service. An increase in the use of PR2 as a way of recording housing issues, 
and of generating referrals was also noted. 

4.18 Additionally, there was a strong view among relevant participants that most 
cases requiring specialist housing advice had been referred to Shelter. It appeared 
that referrals to Shelter were working effectively and that, following receipt of these, 
either case work was being commenced, or responsibility for actioning support was 
being passed to a throughcare partner or TSO. 

4.19 While some of this impact is likely to be due to the increased national-level 
focus on housing issues, the presence of Shelter at Polmont was seen to have 
served to increase the profile of housing, and its role in desistance. Clearly, the 
formal training provided to 16 SPS staff (delivered as part of this project) contributed 
to this.  

4.20 The introduction of the Shelter service also coincided with changes to the way 
SPS managed service users, which also impacted on raising awareness of housing 
issues. The adoption of a Case Management Board approach, for example, and the 
introduction of formal sentence planning (through the PFP), both require staff to 
address housing as a priority. The introduction of TSOs has also led to a substantial 
increase in the resources available to support individuals facing homelessness on 
liberation.  

Achieving positive outcomes for service users 

4.21 Overall, there was a shared view that Shelter’s provision had enhanced the 
support available to young men18 held in Polmont. 

4.22 There was a general view, supported by information from Shelter’s case 
management system (set out below), that the advice and guidance offered by the 
service had led to significantly improved housing outcomes. A number of participants 
also suggested a link between improved housing outcomes and an increased 
likelihood of desistance from offending. 

4.23 Data gathered by Shelter suggests that the service had worked with 151 
young men in the period between July 2015 and January 2017. It is worth noting that 
these service users were drawn from 26 Scottish local authority areas, with Glasgow 

                                            
 
18 There was also a view that Shelter’s provision had enhanced the support to women, although, as 

noted, this is outwith the scope of this evaluation. 
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and other urban areas in the central belt being the most common. However, around 
a quarter of all local authority areas contributed a single service user, highlighting the 
complexity of providing a service within a national prison. 

Achieving positive outcomes on admission 

4.24 The findings suggest that the Shelter housing support service has had an 
impact on achieving positive outcomes on admission. 

4.25 Prior to the implementation of the Shelter service, where staff identified that a 
young person had an issue with an existing tenancy, or with debts or arrears, their 
options were limited. Staff themselves acknowledged that they lacked the skills and 
knowledge to give specialist advice.  

4.26 In most cases, staff suggested they would have contacted the landlord, or 
facilitated contact between the tenant and the landlord. In one case, a partner 
organisation reported having contacted Shelter’s National Helpline, but this was 
unusual. Staff had, however, reported having some measure of success with 
addressing practical issues, such as: securing and shuttering properties; retrieving 
possessions; and basic administrative tasks, such as change of circumstances forms 
and, in some cases, commencement of Housing Benefit claims. 

4.27 There was a consensus view that the introduction of the Shelter service to 
Polmont had led to a step-change in the range and effectiveness of the housing 
support available to those either on remand or in the early stages of a sentence. 
Staff of all kinds noted that Shelter provided a specialist service, and brought a level 
of knowledge and technical skill previously unavailable to the client group. 

4.28 Some participants also identified the importance of Shelter’s independence, 
particularly in dealing with cases likely to involve the surrender of tenancies, or the 
management of historical or current arrears. A number of participants provided 
examples of cases where Shelter had been able to advocate on behalf of the client, 
so ending eviction proceedings, or, in some cases, enabling a tenancy to be 
continued, with a plan in place for arrears to be addressed following liberation. 

4.29 Staff of all types acknowledged the importance and value of addressing 
housing issues at the early stages in a sentence, in order to avoid additional 
problems on liberation. 

Achieving positive outcomes on liberation 

4.30 The evaluation also identified that there has been a step-change in the 
likelihood that young men leaving Polmont will achieve a positive housing outcome 
(if not immediately, at least in the short to medium term). 

4.31 Evidence suggests that this is due to two main factors: joint working between 
Shelter and throughcare partners; and the introduction of TSOs (as well as the 
provision of specialist information and advice by the Housing Advisor to them).  

4.32 For those supported by throughcare partners (persistent offenders, and those 
returning to a limited range of local authority areas), existing support has been 
supplemented by specialist support from Shelter (where required).  
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4.33 This was found to be valued by the throughcare partners, and a number of 
examples were provided of cases where individuals had been supported to move 
into more appropriate accommodation on liberation than might have been possible 
without such specialist support. In these cases, much of the “on the day” support on 
liberation was provided by throughcare providers (either alone or with a TSO). It was 
suggested that this represented an effective pooling of resources between 
throughcare service providers and the specialist housing support service. 

4.34 While it was found that the TSOs would now provide much of the housing 
support to service users prior to, and following liberation, it was also noted that, 
where necessary, they would draw upon specialist information and advice.  

4.35 Additionally, it was suggested that this involvement freed Shelter to focus on 
tenancy sustainment, and supporting throughcare partners’ clients. There was 
agreement among participants that this represented a logical and effective targeting 
of resources. 

4.36 The cumulative effect of the introduction of the Shelter Housing Support 
Service and the provision of TSOs appears to have been to substantially increase 
the support available pre- and post-liberation. 

Extent and nature of positive outcomes 

4.37 Outcomes were assessed by Shelter on the basis of a professional judgement 
by the housing advisor on a service user’s likely housing status first without, and 
then with the assistance of the service19. The table below (derived from Shelter’s 
monitoring spreadsheet) suggests strongly that support from the service was likely to 
lead to an improved housing outcome on liberation. 

Table 3. Anticipated housing status following support20 (Jul15 to Mar17) 
 

Anticipated housing status Num % 

Better  84 81 

The same 19 18 

Worse 1 1 

Grand Total 104  

 
4.38 The underlying data summarised in Table 3 identified at least 20 cases where 
service users had been assisted to maintain a tenancy when initially assessed as 
being likely to be evicted. The most common improved outcome, however, was 
supporting service users to present as homeless rather than “sofa surf”21 or sleep 

                                            
 
19 At the time the service was designed, Shelter had no obvious route to gather “actual” post liberation 

outcomes. A suggestion will be made in Section 5 about gathering outcomes in conjunction with 

TSOs and throughcare partners. 
20 This data relates only to completed cases. 
21 A colloquial term used to describe an informal arrangement where an individual lives in 

inappropriate or unsuitable accommodation with a friend or relative on a temporary basis, without 

paying rent. 
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rough. A number of cases were also identified where a service user had been 
supported to present as homeless rather than returning to their family home. 

4.39 At least 9 cases were identified where a service user had been supported to 
seek supported accommodation when they had not been in receipt of support before 
being imprisoned. 

4.40 Overall, the most common anticipated outcome was temporary 
accommodation (around 55% of cases). Comments from Shelter, TSOs and 
throughcare partners suggest that this is largely due to the general lack of 
accommodation.  

4.41 Data recorded by Shelter (although incomplete) supports comments made 
about the complexity of the work involved in helping to achieve housing outcomes. In 
providing casework support, the Housing Advisor logged contacts with more than 50 
separate community-based agencies, including 23 local authorities and 6 housing 
providers. 

Improved life skills 

4.42 As noted, improved life skills was one of the three main strands of the Shelter 
service in Polmont, and, in Year 1, Shelter provided one half day per month input to 
a pre-existing life skills programme offered by the SPS.  

4.43 The programme was well-received, and Shelter’s input was considered by 
SPS staff to have been integral and essential to the programme. However, in the 
light of the fact that Shelter’s contribution to the programme ended after December 
2016, it would be reasonable to conclude that this outcome has been achieved only 
in part.  

Agreed outcomes and targets 

4.44 As set out in Section 1, a number of outcomes and targets were agreed for 
the service, initially in 2015, and then in a revised form in late 2016.  

Outcome 1: Young people leaving Polmont YOI will have a 
suitable place to live and will see their life chances improved as 
the risk of homelessness is greatly reduced.  

4.45 The evaluation found a significant amount of evidence (summarised earlier) to 
suggest that Shelter has made significant progress towards achieving this outcome, 
albeit not necessarily in the ways envisaged.  

4.46 As noted, over time, the focus of the service has narrowed, with virtually all of 
the activity being directed towards tenancy sustainment in the early stages of a 
sentence, and in supporting others (including TSOs and throughcare partners) to try 
to help secure appropriate accommodation on liberation. 

4.47  As noted, there was strong support for this approach among partners, 
representing a sensible and sustainable division of labour, and offering the most 
effective (and cost effective) means of securing this outcome.  



31 
 

4.48 Where young people leaving Polmont still do not have a suitable place to live 
this is, in the view of several participants in this evaluation, a function of the overall 
shortage of accommodation rather than a lack of support while in, and upon leaving 
custody.  

4.49 In terms of specific targets, Shelter had worked with 151 young men by the 
end of January 2017, and is, therefore, on target to work with around 200 over the 
life of the project. It is also worth noting that the actual number of young men 
provided with housing support at Polmont is significantly more than this, as the 
Shelter figure excludes those supported exclusively by Link Centre staff on 
imprisonment, and by TSOs and throughcare partners on liberation. 

Outcome 2: SPS staff and other third sector partners in Polmont 
YOI have increased knowledge and confidence of prisoners’ 
housing issues. 

4.50 The evaluation identified a good deal of both anecdotal and substantive 
evidence to suggest that staff working in Polmont are now both more knowledgeable, 
and more confident in identifying and addressing housing issues. The reasons for 
this were set out previously and will not be repeated here. 

4.51 In terms of the specific targets, it is moot as to whether Shelter has proactively 
and purposefully shared good practice with SPS staff and partner agencies. It could 
be argued, however, that this has been achieved in some measure through joint 
working (in effect through others observing the work of Shelter staff).  

4.52 The specific target in relation to providing national standards training in 
housing advice to 16 staff in total will have been achieved by the end of the funding 
period. Clearly, the training will, in itself, also help embed good practice in dealing 
with housing issues. 

Outcome 3: Young peoples’ skills and life experiences will be 
harnessed to improve the design and deliver of the service 
accelerating engagement with the service and improving 
communication and self-confidence. 

4.53 The research found little evidence to suggest that any work had been 
undertaken to gather the views of young people about the design or delivery of the 
service.  

4.54 As noted in the interim report, the service worked with 54 young people in 
Year 1 to improve their life skills, but this activity was not continued in year 2 

Overview 

4.55 The findings of the evaluation suggest that the Shelter Housing Support 
Service has achieved some, although not all its planned outcomes.  

4.56  Arguably, the evaluation findings suggest that most of the progress made has 
been in relation to improving housing outcomes for young men on imprisonment and 
on liberation. The strength of the Link Centre staff group, the introduction of formal 
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sentence management procedures and the implementation of TSOs have also 
contributed to this, supporting the casework undertaken by Shelter. 
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SECTION 5: CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTED ACTIONS 

5.1 This report has set out a number of findings relating to the implementation of 
the Shelter housing support service at Polmont. This final section will present a small 
number of conclusions and suggested actions for the way forward. 

Conclusions 

5.2 The last two years have brought substantial changes in the support available 
in Polmont. One aspect of this has been the implementation of the Shelter housing 
support service. As the findings sections have shown, however, it is difficult to 
separate the impact of the Shelter service from the impact of wider changes.  

5.3 Where possible, the conclusions (below) have tried to draw out the 
contribution of Shelter to the wider improvements in services and outcomes. Overall, 
however, it is reasonable to conclude that these are best understood with reference 
to all of the changes at Polmont, including the introduction of sentence planning, 
case management and the throughcare support service.  

5.4 Conclusions are set out in the following areas: 

 The need for the Shelter housing support service. 

 The nature of the support. 

 Management and governance. 

 Staffing. 

 Resources and other practical matters. 

 Processes. 

 The impact of the service. 

The need for the service 

5.5 Overall, the research has shown that the original hypothesis, that there was a 
need for a specialist housing advice and support service at Polmont, was correct, 
supported by research evidence and participants’ views.  

5.6 The service is on target to support more than 200 young men as part of The 
Robertson Trust-funded work22. There was a consensus view among evaluation 
participants that, while some of the service’s clients would have received support 
from SPS staff and throughcare partners (as had happened in the period up to 
2015), the level and nature of the support would have been different, with a lack of 
provision for more complex issues, and gaps in support. 

5.7 It is also clear that the fact of Shelter’s presence in Polmont has contributed to 
a growing awareness of housing issues across the establishment, which itself is 
stimulating further demand for provision. 

5.8 Evidence from the SPS and Shelter suggests that the project provided 
casework support to some vulnerable groups within the Polmont population, 

                                            
 
22 Shelter also provided support to around 50 women using its own resources. 
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particularly care leavers, but also young men who had committed sexual and 
Schedule 1 offences. The Housing Advisor also worked with a few young men on 
remand who faced specific housing issues requiring urgent attention. 

5.9 Shelter’s casework has provided evidence which challenges some previous 
assumptions about the nature of the housing issues facing young men in Polmont. 
Significantly more young men referred to the project had an existing tenancy (either 
as individuals or jointly) than had previously been expected. This has had 
consequences for both Shelter and SPS workloads, with a greater need to focus on 
tenancy sustainment, as well as associated practical issues such as applying for 
housing benefits, completing change of circumstances forms, shuttering properties 
and retrieving possessions. 

The nature of the support 

5.10 In terms of the nature of support provided, the research found that the balance 
of activities undertaken by the service has changed over time. At the outset, the 
Shelter housing support service was to have four elements: 

 Housing advice and support. 

 Life skills for service users. 

 Knowledge transfer. 

 Development of a model interaction between prison and housing 
services. 

5.11 At the time of writing, however, the focus had changed to be almost 
exclusively on the provision of housing advice and support. Work on Life Skills had 
ceased after December 2016. Work on knowledge transfer was being delivered 
through a widely available training programme, rather than locally by Shelter staff. 
Work on the development of model interaction between Polmont and local authorities 
(the “Best Practice” model) had been dropped from the project’s remit in 2016. 

5.12 Even within this work, the balance of priorities over time has shifted towards 
providing support at the beginning of a sentence. Since 2015, the introduction of 
TSOs has transformed the availability of throughcare support, meaning that there 
has been a much lower level of need for specialist housing support in the period up 
to and following liberation (although there remains a need for specialist support for 
the TSOs to allow them to deal with more complex cases, or address specific legal 
issues).  

5.13 The evaluation found considerable support from participants in the research 
for the realignment of the project, and for the focus on housing advice and support. 
There was also a consensus view that not only were TSOs, as well as throughcare 
partners, able to support service users at that stage in their journey, but this was 
actually the most appropriate and economical means of doing so. 

5.14 Overall, it is reasonable to conclude that the change of focus for the project 
was justified, and that the main need at the time of writing was for housing casework. 
However, a recommendation will be made later in this section about how an effective 
input could be made to the Life Skills programme. 
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5.15 As noted at the beginning of this section, it is important to place the work 
undertaken by Shelter in the wider context of the work undertaken at Polmont to 
support young men both on imprisonment and approaching liberation. It is 
reasonable to conclude that, taken together, this constituted an effective system of 
support for housing issues, involving Link Centre, residential and ICM staff, TSOs 
and throughcare providers, as well as Shelter.  

Management and governance 

5.16 The research found that, overall, there have been difficulties in relation to 
management, governance and staffing. It is reasonable to conclude that a number of 
compromises were made which, arguably, had a negative impact on the service. 

5.17 There is no question that the early delivery of the service was made more 
difficult for Shelter by the lack of a clear first point of contact for the Housing Advisor 
and Shelter manager. This situation was, at that time, not uncommon at Polmont, in 
terms of liaison with other organisations, and has now been recognised and 
addressed by the SPS. The identification of a “manager” for the service by the SPS, 
while not necessarily addressing all of the difficulties, made a significant impact on 
how readily issues could be identified and solutions sought. 

5.18 With hindsight, the lack of an overall governance structure for the service was 
also a shortcoming which could have been addressed at an earlier stage. The 
Partnership Pack was never signed by the SPS and, overall, the structure of ad hoc 
meetings did not appear to allow a strategic overview to be taken of the direction and 
implementation of the service.  

5.19 The evaluation found that there has been a good deal of confusion among 
partners about the nature of the service, and it was clear that SPS staff have been 
unaware of even basic issues, such as the full-time status of the Housing Advisor, 
and the changes that have been made in priorities for support. These issues could 
clearly have been addressed easily had they been raised with Shelter, but there is 
no evidence that they were. The lack of a formal governance structure perhaps 
contributed to this. 

5.20 Overall, these issues are perhaps symptomatic of the overall lack of a 
formalised structure for the service. They also suggest that communications between 
Shelter and its partners were not fully effective. Some of the lessons that can be 
learned from this have been incorporated into the recommendations made later in 
this section. 

Staffing  

5.21 It is clear that there is substantial respect among staff from the SPS and from 
internal and external partners for the work of the Shelter Housing Advisor. Similarly, 
considerable value is placed on the support given by the Housing Advisor, not only 
to service users, but also to staff.  

5.22 It appears, however, that the decision to split the Housing Advisor post 
between Polmont and Dundee, while pragmatic and expedient for the staff member, 
was arguably wrong. There was a general view that the amount of time allocated to 
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the work in Polmont was insufficient. This was possibly compounded by the practical 
difficulties of working remotely (in terms of accessing PR2 and secure email systems 
from Dundee, and not having access to Shelter systems while in Polmont).  

5.23 With hindsight, there was a general agreement that a Housing Advisor based 
full-time in Polmont would have been a better arrangement for the project. This 
option could have been adopted by Shelter at the outset, although, clearly, the extent 
of the difficulties was not foreseen by any of the partners when the service was 
established.  

Resources and other practical matters 

5.24 The research found that the Shelter Housing Advisor faced difficulties with 
resources and other practical matters which are likely to have impacted on the 
overall efficiency of the service.  

5.25 The difficulties faced by third sector organisations operating in Polmont have 
been well documented (e.g. in relation to the “Breaking the Cycle” projects23). There 
is no doubt that the Housing Advisor struggled with aspects of the working 
environment, which is busy, noisy and not conducive to detailed casework. The fact 
that the Shelter Housing Advisor could not be allocated a designated desk, computer 
or phone was, in itself disruptive. At times when these facilities were unavailable, it 
was inefficient. Although the situation is the same for all services, it was far from 
ideal for Shelter, given the nature of the work undertaken. 

5.26 Shelter staff also struggled with the booking and escort arrangements in place 
for service users. The practical effect of these was that much of the face to face 
contact between Housing Advisors and service users took place in less than ideal 
locations24. The need to move between the service’s office base and residential 
areas, often only to find that a service user had been allowed to go to work or 
another activity, was time-consuming and frustrating for staff. 

5.27 It is not clear whether these difficulties had a direct impact on the levels of 
casework undertaken.  

Processes 

5.28 The evaluation found that the processes in place to manage the service’s 
caseload were adequate for the purpose, although they imposed several limitations. 

5.29 As set out in Section 3, most referrals to the project were made via PR2. This 
approach, while efficient for the referrer, provides little information to the service 
provider about the potential service user. Referrals from other sources were 
accepted using email, phone and personal contact.  

5.30 With hindsight, it may have been helpful to the Housing Advisor if there had 
been a standardised, structured referral process used. This would have made it 

                                            
 
23 Reid Howie Associates (2016b, op cit). 
24 It is perhaps stating the obvious to note that telephone contact with service users, a key part of 

carrying out casework in the community, is not possible in a prison setting. 
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much easier for the Housing Advisor to assess the urgency of individual cases, and 
to identify those best managed by TSOs. 

5.31 While Shelter’s own case management system appeared to work well, 
completion of the monitoring spreadsheet was haphazard throughout (despite a 
number of basic housekeeping recommendations having been made in the interim 
report). 

5.32 Shelter took part in the CMB process (which is integral to multi-agency 
partnership working in Polmont), and the Housing Advisor carried out casework on 
behalf of individuals whose cases were managed through the CMB.      

The impact of the service 

5.33 The research identified that the service has had a positive impact in a number 
of ways.  

5.34 Its primary impact has been on the likelihood of improved housing outcomes 
being achieved by young men held in Polmont. There is no question that many of 
these outcomes have been additional. The casework skills and knowledge required 
to address them fully have significantly exceeded those available to SPS staff, and 
have been brought to the process by Shelter.  

5.35 Evidence suggests that the service has also contributed to improvements in 
the levels of knowledge of, and confidence in addressing service users’ housing 
issues among the SPS and partner organisations. Wider changes in the support 
structures at Polmont, and the increased focus on desistance at national SPS and 
Scottish Government levels have clearly also contributed to this. 

5.36 The evaluation also found evidence of some impact on external housing 
providers, specifically in providing them with a first point of contact for enquiries 
about, or work with tenants or residents in custody, potentially enabling them to 
provide a more effective service to this client group.  

5.37 Although hard to quantify, it is reasonable to conclude that the project brought 
savings for the public purse, for example, in relation to the avoidance of legal costs 
for housing providers seeking evictions. Evidence from Shelter and local authorities 
also suggests that the improvement in communications reduced the number of 
properties previously assumed to have been abandoned.  

5.38 In addition, it can also be concluded that the significant number of tenancies 
sustained is likely to have led to reduced costs for housing providers (for example, in 
relation to rents which would otherwise have been lost, or reinstatement costs which 
would be incurred in preparing a property for a new tenant) and for tenants (who, 
typically, risk losing all their possessions along with their tenancy). 

5.39 It is worth bearing in mind that the overall cost of the project was relatively 
small (£105,000 over two years). 

5.40 There is clear evidence that the work of the project, taken together with the 
work of TSOs and throughcare partners, has made a significant contribution to the 
likelihood of individuals desisting from offending in two main ways: through 
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supporting significant numbers to sustain their tenancies on imprisonment; and, with 
the TSOs and throughcare providers, enabling significant numbers of young men to 
obtain appropriate accommodation in the short to medium term following liberation.  

Overall views 

5.41 Overall views of the service were largely positive. There was a strong view 
that the casework support had been timely and professional, and, as noted, there 
was considerable professional respect for the staff members. 

5.42 There was also, however, a significant amount of frustration evident among 
participants of all types. For Shelter, this related to difficulties in their working 
conditions and the lack of engagement by the SPS in the early stages. For the SPS, 
this related to the way in which the service was delivered operationally. There were 
also difficulties evident with the overall management of the project, and with 
communication among partners. 

5.43 Overall, it would be fair to conclude that the project was a partial success in 
terms of its own overall outcomes and targets, although achieving a great deal in 
terms of individual casework support.  

5.44 In terms of the “pathfinder” nature of the project, however, there was no doubt 
among participants that Shelter’s work demonstrated clearly the need for specialist 
housing support at Polmont. This will be reflected in the recommendations set out 
below. 

Recommendations for the way forward  

5.45 The research suggests strongly that there is an ongoing need for a specialist 
housing support service in Polmont. 

The basis of a future service 

5.46 At present, the SPS is working with the Scottish Government, local authorities 
and other landlords to develop a national strategic approach to housing support. In 
the light of this, it would be prudent for management at Polmont to put in place a 
housing support solution which is time-limited, but flexible, in order that, once a 
national approach is agreed, this can be implemented at Polmont with minimal 
disruption.  

5.47 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 1: The SPS should consider implementing a 
housing support service at Polmont for, in the first instance, one 
further year, with the option of continuation beyond this if a 
national solution is not implemented. 

5.48 The experience of the Shelter service suggests that the most pressing need 
for a specialist housing support service is when an individual is first remanded in 
custody, or given a custodial sentence. At this point, an individual is likely to face a 
variety of tenancy sustainment issues, as well as issues with debts, arrears etc.  
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5.49 Clearly, in some cases, there will also be a need for specialist intervention 
during a sentence (for example, where legal issues arise, or, for example, a 
relationship breaks down).  

5.50 Most issues approaching liberation can be covered by TSOs or throughcare 
partners, although there may be a need for specialist advice if, for example, a 
particular legal issue arises.  

5.51 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 2: The interim housing support service should 
focus on tenancy sustainment as its main priority, but should also 
provide support both at other points in a sentence, and to 
throughcare staff on demand.  

5.52  There are clearly a number of possible ways of providing such a service, but 
the findings overall suggest a need, at this time, for an external housing specialist. 

5.53 Although the evaluation identified that a member of staff from the Link Centre 
was shortly to complete a Shelter-delivered advanced housing advice course, 
evidence from Shelter suggested that much of the casework undertaken in the last 
two years had required practical experience, and a level of detailed knowledge 
beyond that taught on the Shelter course.  

5.54 This suggests that the SPS staff member may not yet be ready to become a 
full-time housing support worker, although clearly they would be able to make a 
significant contribution to specific cases.  

5.55 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 3: The SPS should commission the interim 
housing support service from an external provider, but the 
specification should include scope for the SPS Link Centre officer 
to gain casework experience by working under the direction of the 
external housing specialist. 

The scope of an interim housing support service 

5.56 Although the evidence from this research suggests that Shelter supported a 
significant number of young men (and women), there were aspects of the service 
which, with hindsight, could have been managed differently, potentially leading to 
more individuals being supported, and a greater contribution being made to SPS-
specific case management processes.  

5.57 These relate to: processes; management and governance; record keeping 
and reporting; the basis of the service; processes; and practical matters. 

5.58 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 4: The SPS should address the lessons arising 
from the Shelter housing support service in the specification for 
the interim project. 
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5.59 Recommendations about some of the specific elements which should form 
part of the specification have been grouped together below. 

5.60 In relation to management and governance it is suggested that: 

 The SPS and the service provider should ensure that a Partnership 
Pack is completed, and designated link officers appointed at the 
earliest opportunity.  

 The SPS and the service provider should consider carefully how best 
to provide a structure that enables strategic management and 
oversight of the service. 

 The housing support service should participate in the Case 
Management Board, and conform to the same requirements as other 
third sector partners. 

5.61 In relation to record keeping and reporting it is suggested that: 

 The housing support service should be required to maintain 
adequate records of all casework. 

 The housing support service should be required to maintain records 
on PR2, and provide specific feedback to referrers on casework 
outcomes. 

 In conjunction with the TSOs and throughcare partners, the housing 
support service should gather post-liberation outcome information for 
those who have used the service. The current TSO reporting 
standards on housing outcomes could readily be used as the basis 
of this. 

 The housing support service should be required to prepare and 
submit quarterly reports to its designated SPS link officer in a format 
to be agreed. 

5.62 In relation to the basis of the service it is suggested that: 

 A Housing Advisor should be in attendance at Polmont not less than 
three days per week, and, on the other days, should be available to 
for consultation with staff by telephone. 

 The housing support service should be required to identify its service 
delivery times, and these should be available to all staff and 
partners. 

 The housing support service should be required to provide cover for 
sickness and holidays, to ensure continuity. 

 The service should be available to young men, and to women. It 
should also be available to those on remand. 

 If deemed appropriate on a case by case basis, the housing support 
service could be asked to assist with housing issues facing those 
serving long sentences, and those with statutory supervision 
requirements.  

5.63 In relation to processes it is suggested that: 
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 A clear set of criteria should be developed for staff to make clear 
which issues can be addressed by the SPS, and which should 
automatically be referred to the housing support service (e.g. 
requests to terminate a tenancy, or any legal proceedings). 

 The SPS and the housing support service should develop a referral 
form which more clearly sets out service users’ housing needs. This 
should be used in addition to PR2 and would, among other benefits, 
facilitate easier case management and feedback. 

 The housing support service should develop a clear “triage” process 
in conjunction with Link Centre staff, TSOs and throughcare partners 
to ensure that referrals are assessed quickly and passed to the most 
appropriate service for actioning. This should also make reporting 
progress on cases to the CMB considerably easier. 

5.64 In relation to practical matters it is suggested that: 

 The SPS should provide the Housing Advisor with a dedicated desk, 
computer and telephone, and guarantee access to these at all 
published service delivery times.  

 If possible, the Housing Advisor should be given access to secure 
email, and a designated contact point from which to access 
information from PR2, while working away from Polmont. 

 The SPS should review its booking procedures as these apply to 
third sector-led services, to try to ensure that these services can 
operate efficiently and effectively. 

Other changes 

5.65 A small number of other changes are suggested, to address other lessons 
arising from the evaluation findings. 

5.66 Firstly, although strictly speaking beyond the scope of this research, it is 
suggested that the management at Polmont could consider implementing the 
extended version of the housing section of the Core Screen (which is currently 
awaiting implementation nationally). Evidence from Link Centre staff suggests that 
they already gather most of the information on the extended form.  

5.67 However, if, for example, a new staff member were to be deployed into the 
Link Centre, or a decision taken to extend the range and number of staff completing 
the Core Screen (as happens elsewhere in the Estate), there is a risk that only the 
basic information in the current Core Screen would be gathered (and, as a 
consequence, some housing issues may be missed). 

5.68 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 5: The SPS should consider implementing the 
extended version of the Core Screen to ensure that all housing 
issues are identified as quickly as possible following 
imprisonment.  
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5.69 Secondly, as set out in the main body of the research, Shelter provided an 
input to the Life Skills programme sessions. Again, although strictly beyond the 
scope of this research, this input could easily be delivered by one or more of the Link 
Centre or other staff who completed the Shelter Housing Law Introduction course.  

5.70 If a more detailed input was required, this could be delivered by the staff 
member who completed the more advanced Housing Law Advocacy and 
Representation course. 

5.71 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 6: Staff who have completed Shelter’s housing 
advice training could provide an input on housing to the Life 
Skills programme. 

5.72 Thirdly, evidence from this research, supported by other research with this 
client group, suggests that there is a very close link between desistance and issues 
relating to housing, debt, and financial management.  

5.73 At present, Shelter, Link Centre staff, TSOs and the DWP are supporting 
individuals with debt and benefit issues, depending on the point in sentence and the 
context in which these arise. It is important that there is a clear mechanism for 
providing such support. 

5.74 This form of support could be included, for example, in any tender for a 
housing support service, by commissioning an organisation such as CAB to attend 
the prison, or, potentially, by providing Link Centre staff (and, potentially, a TSO) with 
appropriate accredited welfare rights training. 

5.75 It is suggested that: 

Recommendation 7: The SPS should consider how best to 
provide debt and financial management advice and support to 
individuals in custody.  

Overview 

5.76 It is clear that all of the lessons learned from the Shelter housing support 
service provision in Polmont can help to inform the way forward for the provision of 
housing support in the establishment in the future.  

5.77 The recommendations above should help to ensure that the range of housing 
issues faced by those in custody in Polmont continue to be addressed effectively. 

Reid Howie Associates 
May 2017 



 
 

Annex 1: Logic Model 
 
 
This version of the Logic Model was agreed between Shelter and The Robertson 
Trust in January 2017, and supersedes previous versions.



 

 
 



 

 
 

 


