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Executive Summary

· This is a report of the interim evaluation of the West London Working directory of Employment Services. The evaluation included interviews with stakeholders, a short on-line user survey and interview and a focus group with directory users, as well as a review of user statistics and comparable directory websites.

· The directory was developed to meet an identified need among front-line advisers for a web-based resource that would draw together all employment provision the West London Working partnership boroughs of Brent, Ealing, Hammersmith and Fulham, Harrow, Hillingdon and Hounslow. It has been running since July 2008.

· The directory currently receives between 1,000 and 1,500 hits a month. Of those who responded to the survey, only a third used it once a month or more. There is some overlap between the directory and other resources, but the directory is generally more comprehensive in coverage and in terms of the amount of detail available.

· The directory is regarded as a helpful tool for advisers, which is simple and easy to use. The amount of information provided about organisations is regarded as appropriate, and it compares favourably with similar sites and directories in this respect. However, it was felt that searches could be better targeted (geographically and by type of services provided/user groups served) and that the site would benefit from dedicated areas for employers, advisers and members of the public. Some respondents also suggested improvements to the look and ‘feel’ of the site.

· Some of the issues identified, such as the addition of an employer-facing site and an external discussion board, have already been addressed by means of enhancements commissioned but not yet in place at the time of the evaluation. Others, such as improving the postcode search filters and adding multimedia content, would require additional attention. The priority accorded to particular changes will depend on the level of future resources available.

· There is clear potential to increase usage of the directory, and this would improve its cost-effectiveness. Additional marketing activity, to increase awareness of the directory, will be important here. It may also be desirable to provide additional incentives to use the directory, by linking it into other provision.

The funding for West London Working expires at the end of March 2011. The costs of hosting and updating the site are likely to be relatively modest (eg these were £25,000 for 2009-2011) but would need to be taken on by a successor body. The 2011-13 ESF co-financing framework states that they "will develop and publish a database detailing all organisations in receipt of ESF in London; based on WLW's work thus far". This has been taken forward by the European Programme Management Unit who are currently commissioning the design of an enhanced on line directory for London ESF projects based on the directory. This provides a means whereby the WLW directory could continue to be hosted into the future. 
1. Background and Development of the Directory

The need for the directory was identified during initial business planning. A key rationale for the development of the directory was to improve referrals, because of the large range of provision in West London, and the potential for multiple and unclear points of referral, likened by one stakeholder interviewee to ‘a railway station without a timetable’. Its stated aims are to:

· give employment advisers details and up to date information about the hundreds of employment-related services in West London; and 

· help advisers link their clients to services that specifically meet their needs on their journey to work.

The design of the directory was informed by focus-group discussions with advisers, which generated a large degree of consensus about their needs. While the directory formed part of  the West London Working Passport, it was also designed to function independently. Stakeholders feel that the directory is functioning well as a standalone directory, and they have received positive feedback from advisers who use it, and from people commissioning services, who report that they can now readily identify where there are gaps in provision. But they would like to understand more about how (and by whom) the directory is being used, and which aspects are most valued.

2. The Evaluation 

Aims

The evaluation aimed to assess the performance of the directory in relation to its original aims and objectives, particularly in relations these key questions:

· Did the directory benefit the people it set out to help, such as individual advisers and employment and training providers?

· What lessons can be learnt and what improvements could be made to make the directory more effective in the future?

· Does the directory duplicate activities delivered by similar on-line resources in London?

· How does the directory compare in terms of its effectiveness and efficiency with other projects or activities of a similar nature?

· Is the directory cost-effective and delivering value for money?

· Is the original rationale for the directory still valid, and does it still fit in with WLW current priorities?

Methodology

The evaluation consisted of a short on-line survey, interviews with key stakeholders involved in the design of the directory (three people), and interviews (six people) and a focus group with advisers and directory users. We aimed for 50 survey responses and around 20 people taking part in interviews or focus groups.

It proved challenging to obtain the numbers we would have liked. The survey generated only 30 responses, despite it being mailed to 190 people, with multiple reminders, and although ten people agreed to take part in the focus group, only five attended on the day. However, all three sources of information (interviews, survey and focus group) provided similar information and views on the directory, which increases our confidence in the validity of the evaluation, despite these small sample sizes.

We also reviewed usage statistics for the directory and compared content and functionality with other on-line directories of employment-related provision such as LearnDirect and Tyne and Wear City Region directory.
3. Evaluation Findings

Who is using the directory?

The majority of those who responded to the survey were advisers or adviser managers, as Figure 3.1 shows.

Figure 3.1: Survey respondents: job role
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

In terms of sector, usage appears to be evenly spread across private, voluntary and community and public sector users, as Figure 3.2 shows.

Figure 3.2: Survey respondents ​​- sector of employing organisation
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Just under half of those who responded to the survey worked for large (250+) organisations, as Figure 3.3 shows, with the remainder spread across SMEs and micro employers.

Figure 3.3: Survey respondents: size of employing organisation
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Volume and frequency of directory use

Figures 3. 5 and 3.6 show the average monthly and daily hits to April 10, and demonstrate that these have consistently remained at between 1,000 and 1,500 per month, between 30 and 50 per day.

Figure 3.5: Directory usage level by month, April 09-April 10
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Source: Directory usage statistics

Figure 3.6: Directory usage: average daily hits by month, April 09 – April 10
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Source: Directory usage statistics

Survey responses  indicated that individual advisers who responded were using the directory on an infrequent basis; over 60 per cent said that they used it less than once a month, and no-one opted for the ‘once a day or more’ response, as shown in Figure 3.7.

Figure 3.7: Frequency of directory use
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Those interviewed also generally reported that they did not use the directory often; and some focus group participants had not heard of it. However, infrequent use was not necessarily an indication of dissatisfaction. Advisers generally reported that they tended to draw on a repertoire of established routes for routine day-to-day referrals, and so did not need to use the directory for these; instead they were more inclined to turn to it for less usual or out-of-borough needs, and found it helpful in such circumstances. For instance one occasional user, who said he consulted the directory, said: ‘if I need to find something and I don’t know where to look’, commented that he had found it: ‘really useful, offering a much bigger library of places to tap into’ and remarked that: ‘I don’t use it all the time, but it’s good to know it’s there’.

Jobcentre Plus advisers were reported as mainly using the JCP ‘tree of provision’. This is an in-house on-line resource which has been up and running since November 2009, and which is seen to duplicate the directory to some extent. This is generally viewed as the Jobcentre Plus advisers’ ‘bible’ and is regarded as efficient and quick to use. Another advantage of it is that it has an ‘opportunity number’ which links data to the person’s LMS record and provides tracking and the possibility of mapping client progress over time. There was still interest in using the directory from Jobcentre Plus advisers, particularly if it could offer access to additional sources of training or job vacancies..It may also have potential for use in outreach sites where there is no access to the Jobcentre Plus resource, as happens in some other regions.

Those advisers who did use the directory often were appreciative of its value as a tool, but also more acutely aware of its shortcomings, since they were using it on a day-to-day basis.

How is the directory being used?

The survey, focus group and interviews asked users in what circumstances they used the directory. Figure 3.8 shows that only around a third of users were using the directory for any client, suggesting that it is only used in less routine circumstances, which is consistent with the views reported in the interviews (see above).

Figure 3.8: Which client types is the directory used for?
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

A review of levels of usage at weekends and evenings had suggested that the general public are using the directory site, and this was explored in the survey and in interviews. Just under a quarter of survey respondents said that they had given details of the directory to individuals seeking training or employment, as Figure 3.9 shows:

Figure 3.9: Do you refer customers to the directory for their own use?
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Some interviewees also reported referring customers to the directory, and said that some customers were enthusiastic about the idea of being able to use this independently. Those advisers who did not currently refer customers also responded positively to this idea, commenting that they are now more likely to do so in future.

An issue that was mentioned by most interviewees who had used the directory, and which was also explored in a live session with focus group participants, is that currently the results returned by searches are too broad and not always obviously appropriate; for instance, one person complained that they did not want ‘long lists of colleges’.  There was also less satisfaction with this aspect of the site expressed in the survey, as figure 3.10 shows. The expectation was that postcode and service-type searches would return a short tailored list of suitable services. Instead, the lists tended to be quite long and not necessarily local to the postcode entered. In some cases, the latter issue might be because the organisation address is the headquarters office of a pan-London provider, but this is not made explicit, and tended to undermine confidence in the accuracy of searches returned.

Some interviewees, however, did comment that they liked the large range of available provision which searches returned, as this offered choice and flexibility.

Figure 3.10: How well does search function operate?
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Specialist advisers also commented that a general directory did not always meet their specific information needs because the searches returned were quite broad in nature and it was not clear that they were specifically designed to meet the needs of a particular client group. For instance, one organisation needed to make referrals to specialist drugs and alcohol provision, and found that it was easier to use a standard search engine for their requirements, whereas another organisation advising refugees tended to use dedicated resources.

How user-friendly and attractive is the directory website?

As noted above, survey responses gave broadly satisfactory ratings for ease of use, with no negative feedback, but quite a large number of neutral responses. These issues were explored in more detail in the focus group and interviews.

In terms of its user interface, some interviewees felt that the directory was ‘long-winded’ and could be ‘more intuitive’; and as discussed above, there was also a concern that search results were not always tightly enough focused. Amendments to the search filters used could improve this latter issue quite simply and effectively, while some of the enhancements already commissioned (see below) will make searches more user-friendly than at present.

Several interviewees argued that the directory should be more ‘dynamic’, ‘lively’ and ‘interactive’ in appearance and feel. Suggestions included short videos, success stories, discussion boards and top tips. Several other comparable websites do include features of this type, for instance the learndirect website (http://www.learndirect.co.uk/browse/) features video clips of people talking about how they have been helped by the service. Some interviewees felt that making changes of this type would be valuable and would increase use, as people would get into the habit of using the directory more if it was `an enjoyable experience’, but not everyone felt that this was important provided that the site was functional in practical terms, and delivered all the information required. The priority accorded to such potential changes will obviously be dependant on the level of future resources available.

Some advisers felt that there might be added value in being able to make a direct on-line referral, linked to an email trigger for the recipient organisation, while others said that they were always likely to want to speak to another provider before making an onward referral, to ensure that it was appropriate.

Overall views of the directory

Looking at Figure 3.11 below, the survey generated quite a high volume of neutral responses, especially in relation to the directory’s contribution to improving client referrals. Overall, approval rates were higher for ease of use (50 per cent agreeing or strongly agreeing that the directory is clear and easy to use) than for helping advisers make better referrals (26 per cent) or improving the service to clients (34 per cent), suggesting that a greater focus on targeting content to user needs may be required. 

Figure 3.11: Overall views of directory
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Source: on-line survey of directory users

Taking the overall balance of views from all evaluation sources, the directory appears to be generally well-regarded, with little negative feedback, but somewhat under-used, both in terms of overall use figures and frequency of use among individual advisers. There were also few outstandingly positive views and experiences reported in either the survey or the interviews and focus group. There is a sense that this may be a resource whose potential is not fully being exploited at present. The following sections of the report discuss broader views of the directory and its future role.

Analysis and conclusions

Who is the target audience for the website?

The business plan had identified front-line advisers as a key target group for the directory. Usage statistics do not identify the type of user, as this is currently an open access directory, and this makes it difficult to identify whether it is being used primarily by this group.

The question of who is the intended audience for the website was one which came up quite often in the interviews and focus groups. Some advisers felt that the public nature of the site limited its functionality for them. At present, for instance, the links to Jobcentre Plus are to public pages, and not those to which advisers need access, reducing the incentive for them to use the directory. One interviewee argued quite forcefully that advisers are generally looking for two things: vacancies and training provision, and that the directory therefore should be organised intuitively in terms of these two themes. However, advertising vacancies is explicitly outside the remit of the directory, which is intended as a guide to employment and training provision.

Employers were also mentioned in this context, as a potential target group, especially in an employer-led partnership, whose needs did not appear to be well-served by the directory at present.

A number of people raised the possibility of different entry points for different users (eg customer, adviser, employer) with different levels of information access. While a requirement to log on and use a password was seen as something that would deter customer use of the directory, it was felt a log-in for advisers or employers would not generally deter use, and could allow additional functionality, including features such as saving the last five searches, and would also allow the collection of improved usage statistics.

Duplication of other resources

While there may be some overlap with other resources, the directory generally offers improved coverage compared with other sites, in line with its original aims, because it lists employment advice and training across the West London boroughs, irrespective of funding stream. By contrast, many other resources list only provision funded under a particular head (eg learndirect, Jobcentre Plus) or are limited to a single borough or a tightly-defined client group (eg refugees, people with substance misuse problems). This intentionally broad and general coverage was naturally more suited to the ends of advisers working with the general public than those dealing with specific groups, who tended to use specialist resources. Coverage could be further improved if a directory listing was a requirement of receiving certain kinds of funding, eg ESF.

We found that the directory provides an enhanced level of information compared to some other resources; some of which are not linked to a database and provide a simple word document or pdf (eg West London Network), and others which provide basic contact information but not detailed referral criteria, access information or links to external websites (eg Tyne and Wear City Region directory at twtprovider.hanlonsonline.co.uk).

Additionality, in terms of providing access to training provision which is not available via other resources, such as that funded by the European Social Fund, was highlighted by Jobcentre Plus as a key factor which would increase the value of the directory for them, compared to their own in-house resources. They also argued that having an opportunity number for directory-listed provision would make it more attractive to them, because it offers the ability to track client progress. This may be an avenue worth pursuing.

Enhancements

A number of enhancements to the directory had already been commissioned, but not yet put in place, at the time of the evaluation. These were:

· a search loading notification

· added search criteria and amended forms for Employment and Support Allowance

· changed function of the back browser button to retain search results and criteria

· nearest Jobcentre Plus location to search postcode to appear on results page

· new events ticker on front page, fuller events listing and an events forum

· new discussion board page, with link to an external discussion board

· enhanced usage statistics

· an additional employer-facing site

· group search and export function

· four updated provision maps.

Many of these address issues that interviewees had identified as possible enhancements. Additional features were also suggested by interviewees as appealing to customers using the site – such as CV-building tools, money management and budgeting advice and tools, and listing current local vacancies (such features are found on some other sites such as learndirect.co.uk). Some of these developments, particularly listing vacancies, would require much more frequent updating, and their feasibility is therefore dependent on the level of future resources and the agreed remit for the directory. The priority of particular items will also depend on how important customers are felt to be as a target group for the directory, relative to advisers.

Some boroughs have also not been able to use the directory because of the firewall they have in place. Solutions for this issue have now been posted on the WLW website and all boroughs have been issued with short guide to help address this issue.

Marketing

A lack of awareness of the directory among those who are clearly within its key target audience does highlight the need for regular marketing activity. In some cases this is because of staff turnover within organisations; for instance, several people at the focus group had only recently started their job. In other cases, it is more about making sure that the directory remains on the radar, and becomes a regularly used tool. To date, marketing has made up a very small proportion (between 3 and 4 per cent) of the overall spend on the directory, but tackling this issue may be less about deploying additional resources than identifying opportunities to publicise the directory more via existing communication channels within WLW, such as WLW Confederations’ e-bulletins.

Value for money

The cost of producing the directory were relatively modest at £43,486 for initial design and hosting to July 2009, but increasing usage rates would provide additional value for money. Achieving this is likely to require attention to improving both the tailoring of content to different user groups and the ‘feel’ of the site, as well as increasing marketing activity to those in key target groups.

Future sustainability

The costs of hosting and updating the site on an ongoing basis are likely to be relatively modest (eg these were £25,000 for 2009-2011) but these would need to be taken on by a successor body if it is to continue beyond March 2011, when the funding for West London Working expires. The 2011-13 ESF Co-financing Framework states that they "will develop and publish a database detailing all organisations in receipt of ESF in London; based on WLW's work thus far". This has been taken forward by the European Programme Management Unit which is currently commissioning the design of an enhanced on line directory for London ESF projects, based on the WLW directory. This provides a means for the WLW directory to continue to be hosted in the future. It is planned that it will be a contractual condition for ESF delivery organisations to ensure that their activity is entered on the directory.  Other potential options are that the emerging West London Commissioning Unit, , as a newly established  sub-regional organisation, could continue to host and maintain the directory or that the West London Alliance could take on this role. All these options will require detailed discussion and negotiation.

In order for the directory to fulfil its potential, it needs to become more embedded in the day to day referral activities and practices of advisers. This report has provided details of some additional content and functionality which would assist advisers. However, it may also be important to market the directory on a regular basis, and ideally link it with other referral sources (eg those of Jobcentre Plus) to ensure that it is fully utilised.

