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Summary 

All the guests surveyed described lives, before coming to the centre, that were on the edge – they felt unable to cope and were all at risk of loosing what little they had. 

They came to the centre for the food and they stayed for the normality, becoming organised and more confident. 

The guests were fed and made friends. The centre offered routine and support combined with other practical services. The guests said that this gave them increased confidence and emotional strength as well as the practical necessities to make changes in their lives. 

In time they committed less crime, were helped to stop or keep off addictions and were more able to organise their lives. 

The gaps the guests identified were the limited opening times of the centre, and their need for supported access to information.

Purpose, methods and results

We wanted to find out what, if any, changes had come about for the guests since they started coming to the drop in centre. We also wanted to know which, if any, centre services had contributed to these changes. This is not a statistical exercise; since the centre aims to improve the quality of life of the guests, we needed qualitative information to see if this was happening.

We held individual, confidential, semi structured discussions with twenty guests over the two periods in the week when the centre is open. One person refused to be interviewed and there was no opportunity or opening to interview a handful of other guests. The remainder were happy to talk to us, many approaching us themselves.

The discussions were focused on the changes that the drop in had brought to the guests and at the services provided by the centre that may have affected any changes there had been. We looked particularly at changes in;

social patterns and skills

housing and living skills

personal expectations and hopes

The direction of the discussions was determined by the guests themselves, some following our focus, others recounting major concerns of their own. 

The themes identified below were from issues raised by the guests. The charts give the number of guests who raised each of them. However, this does not mean that these issues were not of concern to the remaining guests, only that they did not raise them.

Limitations 

The survey respondents are self selecting – the guests are people who find the centre suits their needs. We are aware that there may be those who found that the centre did not suit their needs and do not visit. To put this survey into a true perspective would need comparison with non-attendees in similar situations to the centre guests. However, we have no way of knowing who or where they may be. From the guests responses though, there was no mention or suggestion of others who would not attend the centre or had stopped coming as they did not like it.

There are also limitations on what the guests would tell strangers, however, most wanted the opportunity to talk to a willing listener.

The Guests 

Who are they?

The guests surveyed were of all ages and backgrounds, which emphasised that ‘it can happen to anyone of us’.

Their ages were from teens/twenties to mid fifties. Education covered a range from Masters degree to no qualifications whatsoever, and past employment from a housewife who had never held a paid job, to unskilled labourers, to a manager and a journalist.

	work
	no of guests 

	trained (Clait etc)
	4

	unskilled (factory, labour etc)
	3

	professional (journalist, manager, engineer)
	3

	skilled labour/builder
	2

	never worked
	1


Before the centre

Guest description of lives before coming to the centre  

	issue
	no of guests

	addiction (drug/alcohol
	9

	depression/’world of my own’
	6

	homeless
	6 = (tent 2,floor 2,hostel 1)

	no regular meals
	3

	crime
	3

	chaotic life
	3

	redundant/ lost job
	2


All the guests described lives that were on the edge – they felt unable to cope and were all at risk of loosing what little they had. 

They described being disorganised with no routine, having nothing to get up for, nowhere to go and no one to meet. Nine guests told of addiction, either drugs or alcohol, and 6 suffered from depression.
Housing was just one of multiple issues that they faced – the guests’ central problem was the immediate one, whether it was sickness, lack of food or having to pay a fine. ‘The Dr wants me to stop drinking but I can’t do anything ‘till I’m feeling better’. Though some guests may have a ‘home’ many felt vulnerable and scared of loosing it. Others had housing but inadequate facilities and felt unable to improve them.
Many told of radical changes in their lives which had brought them to this point. For example, one had been through a divorce, had lost her children and home and was now ill and living alone in a strange town. Two guests had lost long term jobs, one after 16 years. 

The break up of relationships was frequently mentioned. Often this had meant loosing their home as it was in the other person’s name. Some younger guests talked of conflict with parents and their attempt, and failure, to move out and on.

From these backgrounds they came to the centre, most (7/10) hearing about it by word of mouth or being brought by friends or acquaintances. Only 3/10 were referred by other agencies.

Where guests heard about the centre

	Where heard of
	no of guests

	Friends /Word of mouth
	7

	Probation
	1

	CAB
	1

	Reach Out
	1


The guests surveyed had been coming to the centre from between a week to 2 years. One had just arrived, others had successfully moved on.

Length of time visiting the centre

	length of time coming to centre
	no. of guests

	up to 3 weeks
	4

	2 – 4 months
	5

	7 – 9 months
	2

	1 yr
	4

	1 ½  - 2 yr 
	2


Changes

They came for the food; they stayed for the normality, becoming more organised and confident. 

When guests came  to the centre, they were regularly fed, made friends and contacts, committed less crime, were helped to stop or keep off addictions and became more organised.

Changes mentioned 

	issue
	no of guests

	fed 
	15

	friends
	12

	can talk freely
	7

	helps keep/get off drugs
	7

	some structure/helps be more organised 
	6

	washed (self and clothes)
	5

	clothes (provided)
	4

	gets out of house
	4

	mood change –(alive and part of things/unwind)
	4

	less crime
	3

	supported
	3

	training
	3

	confidence
	3

	flat/ job 
	2


The importance of food

At the centre, food helped de-criminalise, socialise and give routine to the guests.

For the guests it was not only a matter of getting food but of meals linked to other, deeper, less immediate issues. To the guests, the centre provided a good quality cooked meal at regular times, in a supportive, understanding environment. 

Some guests suffered from depression and had no motivation to cook for themselves. Chaotic, disorganised lifestyles, insecure income and feeling unable to cope with money, meant that some guests had no money left for food, so would go days without a meal. For some this led to crime, shoplifting for food and clothes, or dealing in drugs for the cash. 

Three guests stated that the provision of meals meant they no longer committed crime to feed themselves.

Take outs were also important to some in that it tided them over the periods the centre was closed. Some said that without it they would not bother or would not be able to provide food for themselves.

The meals are an important step in giving routine to lifestyles. It made guests feel better and more able to cope, and importantly, it was provided at regular times.

Monday breakfast was a particularly important feature in guests’ lives – an event in an otherwise featureless week, an event they had to plan for in order to be there to get the meal, an event that heralded the start of another week

Meals were also the first step in socializing. The lure of food which brought people to the centre also gave them something to do, a way to sit with others, to learn to be sociable again. It was noticeable that the new guests, though suffering from addictions and depression, choose to sit at tables with other guests and not on their own. Meals give new, and depressed, guests a non-pressurised way into social contact when they had had none for some period.

The importance of friends

‘You can’t underestimate how important friends are’. The social contact came high on people’s list of changes. 

It was noticeable how isolated people had been before coming to the centre. Some guests had known no one in Chippenham and some had no family or had lost contact with them. New guests spoke of their isolation and of having no reason to get up or get out of the house.

One guest said that after only a short time coming to the centre he had met people who now acknowledged him in the street; an important step for someone who was not only feeling socially isolated, but also rejected and vulnerable from previous events. All the medium and long term guests spoke of their friendships that had come from the centre and the support this gave.

Talking freely and feeling normal

It was not just having contact with other people that was important, but that it was with others who saw them as ‘normal’. 

Being able to talk freely, without being condemned or looked down on, also came high on the list of changes. The guests now felt that, after a long time, they were able to talk about their lives and the issues that affected them. This was partly due to making contact with others in similar situations as themselves, but also credited to the volunteers and staff at the centre, who were non- judgemental and always willing to listen.

A reason to get up in the morning

A longer term change in guests’ lives was in the structure and self-organisation the centre gave. The 2 sessions were cited as important in giving order to otherwise chaotic time. 

The newer guests’ first reaction was that at last they had a reason to get out of the house.  Longer term guests gave examples of becoming more organised and ‘getting a life’. One guest said that his life was now busy and he had things to do everyday. 

Order came to longer term members. Past guests who still returned to the centre for support were proud of their new organising skills and ability to handle life. They attributed this change to the centre.

The centre’s regularity combined with the other services it provided to bring about these changes in guests – the clothes and washing facilities to make guests look and feel civilized, the use of a phone to make appointments, the support of volunteers and staff, the information and advice given. The guests said that these gave them increased confidence and emotional strength as well as the practical necessities to make changes in their lives.

Stepping back from the edge 

Seven guests said that the centre directly helped them to stop or stay off drugs. One guest had got a job and another had gained a house. Two guests had started training courses.

Guests told of the support given them by the staff and volunteers when faced with events which tempted them to a return to their addiction. Another told of a trauma she had faced and of being able to go to the centre and cry. 

Guests told of the realistic practical help, such as being able to use the centre as an address and of getting references for a job. Guests told of the confidence they had gained which enabled them to start training, and to plan more for the future. 

Services provided by the centre

The centre was not the only service used by or in contact with some guests and there may be other unknown influences on their lives. The other service providers mentioned were CAB, Probation, Reach Out, Housing Association, Local Council, BADAS and the Alcoholics Association. Change cannot be attributed entirely to the centre’s services.  However, the guests often claimed that the changes they talked of were due to the centre.

The services that the guests mentioned in relation to changes in their lives.

	service
	no of guests

	meals
	15

	place to socialize
	15

	place to go/ get out of house
	9

	atmosphere – non-judgemental, talk freely
	8

	nice volunteers
	7

	help to be organised
	7

	washing (self/clothes)
	6

	take outs
	6

	support
	5

	safety
	3

	address/references
	3

	training
	3

	clothes
	3

	phone
	3

	advice/information 
	3

	music
	1


Apart from the practical services of food, clothes and washing facilities, the centre provided a non-judgemental environment, where guests felt normal and could talk about anything that concerned them.  It provided ‘nice people who are always ready to talk when you need to’.

It provided flexibility to react to any issue that the guests raised - ‘You can ask them anything’ – and the willingness to be patient. One guest recounted having turned up at the centre drunk. The staff and volunteers had told each other about him and ‘kept an eye out for me’. He had felt totally ashamed of himself and said he would never let it happen again.

The centre also provided a safe environment. Guests commented that it was a good place because there was ‘no agro’ and no drugs. They told of other places where drugs were all around them, with people dealing and using. 

One guest had got off drugs and moved to Chippenham thinking it was ‘cleaner’ here, but found it was worse. He met someone on the street almost immediately who offered him drugs and was soon back on them again. Another spoke of living in a home where drugs are circulating and difficult to keep out of your life. ‘Its in your face’. They said that the centre provided a way of meeting other addicts in a non-drug environment.

Moreover, the centre was the one place the guests felt they were not ‘a problem’. All other services they used, they went as a lable, a drug addict, a problem to be solved, an offender, a sick person. One guest objected to the use of ‘homelessness’ in the centre’s name and would prefer not to be labelled in any way. Most guests did not refer to it as ‘a homeless centre’, rather it was a drop in where they could meet and socialise.

Timescales for change

Looking at the timescales of guests’ visits to the centre and the changes they reported, it was noticeable that there were short term and long term changes.

Changes in feeding, socialising and routine were short/medium term and self-organising was reported by medium term guests. Changes in addiction, depression, and secure housing were reported by medium to long term Guests.

This could reflect on the quality or type of service the centre offered. However, it is more likely that the initial changes are necessary before the later ones can be faced. As said previously, the guests reported their main problems as being those they faced immediately, such as being hungry or having no where to go and on one to talk to.

The changes guests reported where not a finite ‘success’, but part of a journey the guests were making. One couple had managed to pull themselves from homelessness addiction, crime and chaos, to a home and an organised life, with bills and debts being paid. Traumatic events had shaken them and tempted a return to the comfort of chaos but they were now back on track again. They said they need the continued support of the centre. They are still vulnerable, still ‘on the edge’, and still provided for by the centre.

Gaps in provision

The gaps the guests mentioned were few and they were suggested as an addition to an already welcome service. 

	needs
	no of guests

	not know rights/ information 
	7

	more days open
	7

	more activities
	3

	½ way hostel dry house/ safe place for addicts
	3

	training 
	2

	no gaps – its great
	2

	more tinned take aways
	1

	not sure what DI does/can do
	1


There were two main gaps that guests reported; opening days and information.

One frequent request was for more opening days. 

Guests told of difficulties feeding themselves over the long weekend. The younger guests could get food on Mondays and Thursdays at the centre, and Wednesday at Reach out. Older guests could only get food on Mondays and Thursdays. For all guests this meant a long three day gap. Although they appreciated the take out food which tided them over, for those with little motivation, or those with inadequate facilities, this was still a long gap. 

‘Please open more often, somewhere to go and meet people, like a social centre, perhaps they could just do sandwiches even’
The other gap was the lack of information and the guests’ lack of confidence in challenging bureaucracy. 

Guests told of approaching the council and being lost in the details of regulations, feeling unable to challenge or ask questions. Another told of facing her doctor and feeling unable to tell of her real problems or needs. Others told of facing Housing Associations on their own and feeling worried that if they said anything it could make things worse. Another told of the stress of facing a crowded CAB waiting room, and of feeling that they were too busy to look at his problems.

The guests asked for officials or representatives of organisations to have ‘sessions’ at the centre, notably, the Local Council, CAB (for legal advice),  Housing Associations and careers advice. Combined with this was a need for support or advocacy from the centre staff and volunteers – at the least to have them on hand if they got confused or, more proactively, to speak on their behalf. 

‘Would like someone from the centre to sort them out (the council)’
Other requests were for 

· more activities ‘should encourage others to join in and do things’ 

· ‘Need more places like this’ as well as half way houses and safe houses for addicts
· training ‘a first aid course. I’ve known so many people who died from drugs. If only I’d known what to do maybe they would still be alive.’ Also non-threatening computer courses.
· more take away food
· clarity on what the centre actually does do and what it can offer
Guest Feedback

The guests were given feedback from the draft report in the form of brief accounts of the issues, changes and services they had mentioned. We discussed the results with the guest and asked how accurate a picture this was and to point out any inaccuracies or omissions.

The response was positive ‘Yes that’s me’ and all who were asked felt the report was a good representation of their experience of the drop in centre.

Conclusion 

It was difficult for guests to compare ‘before and after’ since a chaotic, ‘timeless’ lifestyle gave them few benchmarks by which to measure their lives. However, those who had felt changes in their lives attributed much to the support and services provided by the centre.

The guests felt the centre on the whole was meeting their needs. ‘Everything’s here for me. Couldn’t ask for anything else’. 

It would appear that the initial, un-dramatic changes that guests felt, in routine, being fed and socialising, were important steps before other changes could take place, such as self-organising, handling addiction, housing security, training and jobs. 

The main gaps felt by the guests were in opening hours and in advocacy and information. The two sessions a week were felt to be inadequate and left long gaps, particularly for older guests.

The guests also had trouble getting information, both due to the complexity of some systems and to their lack of confidence in tackling bureaucracy.

These are both services which could be considered by the centre.
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