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Abstract

This paper describes the development and application of an interactive, computer
based system for consulting service users, particularly young people, and refers to the
results from projects in which it has been used to determine service user satisfaction.
Services covered in this paper are sometimes referred to as “Community Services”
and include residential placement, foster care, family support services, treatment,
assessment, services related to inappropriate sexual behaviours, counselling, and
youth justice services. The initial findings are that young people prefer to express
their views using computer based systems, rather than being interviewed or required
to fill out paper based questionnaires. Over 90% of young people asked were willing
to provide information in this way and were able to answer as many as 80 questions
without signs of fatigue and with no apparent loss of concentration. The responses to
questions presented by computers can be quickly analysed and reported as tables and
charts formats for managers and elected councillors. We suggest that speedy response
increases the potential for results to be used in isolating problem areas and taking
rapid action to remedy them, and for making timely and appropriate steps in process
improvement.

Introduction

The project builds on earlier work to develop a paper questionnaire survey tool for use
with young people receiving services from the NSPCC [National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children]. (Dotchin and, Davies 1995) In that work we
acknowledged that what we had produced could only be used independently by
children who were able to use written English, and that this limitation either excluded
some of them or required that someone else, usually a social worker, provide
assistance. We also said that “extending the concept by means of graphical, computer
based, or play related methods is of obvious necessity, interest and potential”. It is the
development of this aspect that we describe here.

‘The Committee of the Regions, the European Institution representing local and
regional government in a recent Opinion highlighted the importance of empowering



children, and giving them a voice by encouraging their participation in the planning
and development of local services, and responding to children's concerns about
problems and issues'. (European Union - Opinion of the Committee of the Regions
cdr225 -1999)

The work began with young people and service providers to design the system and
test it in a number of different environments and services. Our objectives were to
discover young people’s opinions of services provided for them, to encourage young
people’s participation in determining services and to validate the system for obtaining
young people’s opinion and for reporting to managers and elected councillors in a
form that helps them to act on this information.

The principle focus for this work has been on the UK public care systems for Children
In Need and Looked After Children.

Children are “in need” if local authority services must be provided to achieve or
maintain a reasonable standard of health or development. Within the terms of the
Children Act 1989, this includes, children with disabilities, children at risk of abuse or
neglect, children at risk of delinquency, children separated from their parents, children
with serious family problems, children living in unsatisfactory home conditions,
children living in poverty.

The UK’s Quality Protects programme is concerned with children who are looked
after by local authorities in England, about 50,000, at any one time. It is part of the
government’s response to the Children’s Safeguards Review chaired by William
Utting, (HMSO, 1997) which makes a number of recommendations, including the
need for more vigilant management. The Government’s response acknowledged that
many children who had been ‘taken into care’ to protect and help them had not been
protected and helped. The protection offered by high quality services and procedures
is an essential theme. Local authorities must make direct use of the experience of the
young people they look after in developing policy, practice and training for services
for children who live away from home. Measurement should take account of the
views of children and families and satisfaction by users with the services provided.
The Quality Protects programme will promote: the involvement of children in
decisions about their care, and the involvement of young people in developing policy,
practice and staff training on a national basis. Children In Need have also been given
special emphasis by the UK government in recent years. A more child centred, quality
approach, which in turn requires that young people’s experiences of service provision
are monitored, and that a clear understanding is gained of what young people consider
to be important.



Established methods for user satisfaction research

Techniques that are used in the context of satisfaction and quality research can be
loosely grouped in to three categories that relate to insight generation, current
situation and historical perspectives. (M.L.Roberts, 1994)

1.

Insight generation includes focus groups and interviews which provide
perspectives that would not usually be achieved by the exclusive use of other
approaches. In practice, when using these methods, only a few young people can
share their views directly. Even if they get the chance of an interview some young
people find themselves saying what they think they are supposed to say. The
relative weight or importance of the issues uncovered in these ways is sometimes
difficult to gauge and hence vague. These issues may be refined through further
data gathering and analysis.

The methods usually used to understand current situations usually seek to
provide descriptions of many indicators to provide diagnostics to explain why
certain conditions exist. They often produce quantifiable results that lend
themselves to sophisticated analysis. Traditional surveys are dominant in this
category. Careful sampling is necessary so that statistically valid generalisations
can be made about the population from which the sample is drawn. The
SERVQUAL instrument has been widely influential (Parasuraman, Zeithaml,
Berry, 1988), and applied to many fields including child protection services
(Davies, 1991) (Davies and Dotchin, 1995). All of us are subject to ‘questionnaire
fatigue’, and children are no exception. They may not want to take part in the
latest exercise. Although well-designed questionnaires can be effective, some are
boring and difficult to understand. Some young people find it difficult to focus
and concentrate on all the issues that a questionnaire raises. The results can
therefore be less representative and less reliable than is needed for planning and
decision making.

Analysis of secondary data and records comes into the third category - the
historical perspective. This last area provides agencies working with young
people with plenty of information. Large amounts of historical information is
required by government and partner agencies. Difficulties sometimes exist in
collating the information and getting it into a form that can be analysed. Even
when it can be analysed it is only possible to produce lagging indicators, and this
can be dangerously late when user satisfaction is the issue. Audits of these
internal records can provide useful information however, especially in identifying
key problem areas and in using that to set priorities and should not be overlooked
or undervalued.



There are a number of established ways of ‘listening to’ young people in the public
community care system. These conventionally include interviews, focus groups, and
conferences. They are all useful for tapping into the views and opinions of young
people but have the disadvantage of relatively high cost and low representation. There
Is also a tendency to use these methods with the more accessible groups, particularly
young people in residential homes, who are something of a captive audience. In our
own work with young people we have picked up positive comments about the
computer based system in comparison with the more usual methods seen as “yet
another social worker wanting to ask questions”.

Focus groups are increasingly popular ways of involving young people in social
research. An established literature describes their ability to reveal deeply held but not
easily expressed attitudes and perceptions. [see for example Goldman and McDonald;
1987]. They are particularly useful because group interaction can encourage members
to reveal thoughts and feelings that they would normally not recall or that they would
keep to themselves. For some people, however they can be daunting experiences, and
some young people can feel intimidated by their peers. The result can either stifle
their contributions or encourage “group think” so that only a rather few themes and
perspectives dominate. Some agencies have nevertheless developed excellent skills in
facilitating young people’s focus groups that largely overcome these problems.

Although young people are often provided with the means to complain, and with
support (from Children’s Rights Officers, for example), it is difficult for them to take
advantage of the opportunity. Ross and Oliver (1984) contend that reluctance to
complain relates to both the “consumer’s” ability and motivation to complain. Young
people are disadvantaged in both respects. They are likely to have limited knowledge
of the proper channels, or feel barriers to accessing them, and they may not possess
the communication skills necessary to use them effectively. Furthermore their
motivation to complain is likely to be affected by cultural norms affecting the
institutions in which they operate. They may not complain because of concerns about
being branded as a troublemaker, the consequences being particularly acute for young
people who depend on others for the very necessities of life. Some young people may
seek to avoid confrontation and any perceived risk of intimidation.

There is undoubtedly a very great need for agencies to understand the needs and
perceptions of the people they serve. Dalrymple et al (1995) stress the potential for
local authorities that have robust instruments to help them and the government
inspectorates to monitor effectiveness, efficiency and value for money, and to assist
managers to target resources and provide appropriate serviced to different client
groups. From April 2000 there will be a 'duty of best value' on local authorities, and



other statutory bodies in the UK. (Local Government Act,1999). 'Best Value’ will
require authorities to consult with local residents and users of local services about

their views and priorities’. Auditors will be looking for evidence of a strategic
approach to consultation, and that individual consultation has been carried out to a
high standard, using appropriate methods, and that information has been used to
inform relevant decisions.

Our work with local authorities suggests that some are aware of the need to listen to
children and keep their services aligned to evolving expectations. They want to
understand needs, perceptions and future expectations. In most respects young
people’s relations with adults is not equitable. Goodwin and Ross (1992) distinguish
between procedural and interactional fairness in consumer satisfaction. Procedural
fairness is concerned with the way outcomes are delivered. Perceptions of fairness is
affected be several things. The ability to participate and provide information. The
belief that the information is first of all used and that it is also significantly influential
in deciding are also important. Interactional fairness concerns the way consumers are
treated in terms of respect, courtesy and dignity. We believe that from a young
person’s perspective the methods used to solicit their views need to be carefully
chosen and designed. We should not be content with gaining the opinions of the vocal
minority. It is necessary to overcome the barriers to participation by using appropriate
and engaging methods. For some young people accessibility necessitates that we do
not depend on written material but communicate using methods that they prefer and
feel comfortable with. Experienced workers do not expect young people to feel at ease
in the meetings and interviews that evolve around adult centred preferences but our
contention is that we need to go further than trying to make such events more “child
centred”. Instead we need to develop and refine methods of interaction that coincide
with young people’s natural preferences and thereby provide interactional as well as
procedural fairness.

Developing the new media approach

Our concept stems from a readily accepted observation that many young people seem
to enjoy computers. This can be in marked contrast to printed materials which some
young people seem to find difficult to understand. Many of the young people
receiving community services also experience learning difficulties and may have
missed periods in education and can be excluded from school. This is sometimes
manifested in questionnaires being confused with tests. Most often they are seen as
“not interesting”. Young people also report that they get asked questions that don’t
seem relevant. From their perspective, someone comes and asks questions and that’s
the last you hear of it, or it takes too long for any response that does arrive.

The Viewpoint Interactive system described in this paper uses new-media technology
to overcome some of the problems. Most of the questions are multiple choice with
2,3, or 4 responses, but open questions are also possible. The questions and responses,
are displayed on the screen and also spoken by a host and can be repeated on request.



An animated character acts as host, and can talk users through the process. (Figure 1)
Instructions, questions and responses
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Some of the questionnaires that have been used with Viewpoint Interactive are very
long with 80 or more separate questions. We observed in our earliest trials that despite
the interest of the computer game interface some young people’s attention began to
flag after 15 to 20 questions. We decided to introduce short breaks between blocks of
questions for relaxation and to remind the user that they could get help if they needed
it. Initially we used puzzles in these breaks, for example the sort in which 15 tiles
have to be arranged in a 4 by 4 square by moving them progressively into the one
unoccupied square. This proved to be rather more frustrating than helpful for many
young people and to take excessive amounts of time. Later we have had very positive
reactions to hand eye co-ordination and paring games which seem to give young
people the chance to do something completely different for a while and hence to
renew their concentration when the questions begin again.

We have also noted the different preferences among young people. Some prefer
“outer space” computer environments, others like animal hosts and some want to hear
music, for examle. We have not been able to identify any simple predictor of these
preferences, such as age, and so have tended to provide all young people with choice
rather than attempting to prescribe any particular method.
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Application

Using Viewpoint Interactive begins with setting up a profile of details about the
young person. This includes age, accommodation and gender and the set of questions
that will be used. The profile is also prepared with personalisation information that



can be used in the questionnaire such as the child’s name and the names of workers
who need to be referred to.

The system is used independently by the young person. A facilitator is needed to
introduce the package and to explain how it works and answer any questions, but they
do not influence the process of answering the questions. In fact part of the facilitators
role is to ensure that the young person is not disturbed and is free to answer
independently. When they have finished, debriefing involves giving immediate
feedback by printing a simple report, telling the child about any follow-up that is
planned and saying thank you and explaining “what next”. Sometimes certificates and
badges are produced - also to say “thank you for participating”.

The system collects information in a form that makes it immediately available for
feedback to the user and for analysis. Too often there are long delays in obtaining the
results of a survey. With the computer-based system, predefined reports can be
available as soon as the responses have been made, and the data is also immediately
available for more comprehensive analysis by feeding into SPSS and similar
packages.

It has been used in 18 different projects in the UK during 2000, which in combination
will involve approximately 2600 young people. The aims are to discover young
people’s opinions of being looked after, and to encourage their participation in
determining services. We are also interested in assessing the system as a method for
obtaining young people’s opinion and for reporting on it to mangers and elected
counsellors in a form that helps them to act on this information. The remainder of this
paper summarises one early project involving 150 young people.

Young people, carers and staff in residential and foster units were all involved in the
study. The research plan identified selected residential and foster homes. Unit
managers and foster carers were contacted to agree suitable times for interviewing
young people. The purpose of the research was discussed, and suitable arrangements
for where young people were to be consulted, i.e. rooms, equipment, were also agreed
at this first contact. Pre interview meetings included a summary of the research aims
and methods, a brief demonstration of LAC Viewpoint, a question and answer session
and an agreement to contact by phone after the interviews to get their feedback as well
as any subsequent comments made to them by young people.

All the young people were 7 years or older. The young people in residential
placements were thirteen years or older. 60% of the young people were in foster
placements, and 40% were in residential placements. 39% of the young people were
female and 61% were male. 90% of the young people described themselves as white.
both genders were present in residential and foster placements. The majority of young
people had had 1, 2 or 3 placements (62%) but several had twelve or more
placements, one young person had had 27 placements. Just less than half of the young
people (43%) had run away from placements.



Young people, and where possible some staff and carers, were consulted after the
young people had used Viewpoint Interactive. They were asked

e Had they liked LAC Viewpoint?

e What did they think about using a computer programme to consult with young
people?

e What did they think about using a computer programme to ask these kinds of
questions?

All the responses were very positive. One unit manager commented, “This seems a
more interesting and easy way of gaining information than some of the meetings we
have for young people.” Other unit manager’s comments included, “It seems good -
the kids seem to enjoy it — anything like this that is engaging is a good way of getting
their views.” “Young people I know all find computers interesting.” One foster carer
of a 10-year-old girl commented, *“ This is really good — this is exactly the kind of
thing we should be doing — all kids are using computers. It makes sense.” Another
foster carer of a 16 year old girl commented, “She [the young person] says very little
in reviews - gives very little feedback - shows little interest and doesn't really take
part - I'm quite surprised she's wanted to do this [Viewpoint].

At this stage there have been no concerns voiced by carers about Viewpoint or about
using a computer programme to gain views. This was surprising. We anticipated that
some carers would feel a degree of caution. This is usual when introducing any new
consultation process. We felt that this would be particularly true for those adults not
familiar or comfortable with computers.

Young people’s comments were quite specific in giving their feedback. Their
comments broadly fell into four categories.

e Assisted them to communicate their views
e Reflected issues important to them — how relevant it is
e Engaged their interest

e Helped create a Neutral environment— helping young people to confidently say
what was important to them.

The average time taken by young people to use the programme is 31 minutes and this
figure includes six games taking up to 2 minutes each.

We were surprised that 95% of the young people completed all of the eighty-two-
question programme and that this was completed by young people so quickly in most
cases.



Conclusions

Managers of social services using Viewpoint find that they can rely on the results
because the high take up makes them more representative than alternative methods.
They are also able to extract timely reports from the computer database. Some of them
are able to use spreadsheets and statistical packages to prepare further analysis
without laborious data entry.

Perhaps the greatest potential of the approach is in using consolidated information to
identify gaps and from that to isolate design and process improvements. Furthermore
by continuing to monitor young people’s views it is feasible to observe trends and,
subject to sampling considerations, to make judgements about the effect of previous
actions.
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