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Developing a Quality Mark: Initial analysis of Youth Access members’ responses
Youth Access members have responded to a survey carried out for the ‘Working Together for Advice’ project on building and developing a new advice sector led quality standard to replace the Legal Services Commission’s (LSC) General Help Quality Mark (GQM). Twelve Youth Access members completed questionnaires and further comments were obtained from Youth Access’ National Advisory Group.
The survey looked at what individual agencies gain from having a quality standard and what their interest and expectations are from a new sector wide standard for their advice work. It is important that any common standard reflects the particular needs of Youth Information Advice and Counselling Services (YIACS) and the broader youth advice sector.

Most of the agencies surveyed did not have advice as the main focus of their work, so it is perhaps not surprising that there was not overwhelming enthusiasm in a new standard just covering advice. Though most agencies expressed an interest in the standard, only 1 was very interested, while 2 expressed indifference.
Having said that, 9 of those surveyed hold the GQM and many hold a variety of other standards. These are held often because they are required by funders, some (although a minority) requiring the LSC’s GQM, one the Supporting People standards, one the Quad standards for substance misuse, two to be BACP registered for their counselling services. Almost half though were not currently required by their funders to hold any quality standard at all. In addition DCSF’s IAG standards were used and just under a quarter of respondents used the National Occupational Standards (NOS) for legal advice. It is notable here that agencies also strongly expressed their preference for the Youth Access standards for YIACS, as they are the ones that are most relevant to their services, although they are not currently auditable.
From this is does seem that it would be worthwhile to members if a single standard could be established, provided it enabled them also to meet the various other quality standards which they are required to hold. 

It was certainly felt by that those that held the GQM that it was useful, if somewhat administratively burdensome to obtain and maintain. Benefits to holders included improved administrative systems and better case and file management. Access to specialist telephone support for advisers was also valued. However, the amount of staff time dedicated to the process and the feeling that the processes were too prescriptive and cumbersome were significant negatives.
Agencies were clear that the most important driver for holding a quality standard was ‘improving the quality of the service’, and internal quality issues also ranked highly. Many are also clearly anticipating the day when holding a quality standard becomes mandatory for their funding and looking to improve their chances of being commissioned (e.g. by Children’s Trusts) in the future. These issues were also reflected in respondent expectations of what a quality standard should bring.
Crucially, it was again highlighted that there is a need to link in advice in YIACS with the quality agenda in the wider youth sector and VCS. It seems plain that in order to meet the needs of YIACS, the new standard has to more clearly dovetail with the other standards that are fundamental to this sector.
YIACS were also clear that outcomes achieved for young people and client satisfaction are as important as quality of advice when considering what a new standard should measure. Service user participation also needs to be an important measure of quality, as does access to the service. This reflects both the unique person-centred values and attributes of the youth advice sector, as well as the outcomes-focussed drivers such as Every Child Matters. Quality standards which do not include a measure of broader outcomes will be of little value to YIACS.
There was also strong support for user participation in the service as an important measure of quality. This again appears something fundamental to YIACS, without which a quality standard would not adequately meet their needs.

YIACS favoured both self assessment and user assessment as methods to measure quality. A need for external audits was accepted, including a measure of direct observation or ‘mystery shopping’ as well as more organisational measures. There was reasonably strong support for peer review, internal and external as a measurement method. Equally strong was the support for some form of user assessment of quality done, it was suggested, by young people trained to undertake audits.
There were mixed feelings about paying charges for quality audits with as many saying they would not be prepared to pay as would be prepared to do so. An equal number were unsure. No one stated they would be prepared to pay as much as the £1500 figure mentioned for the outsourced LSC GQM audits in future, with what was considered reasonable ranging from £50 - £750 for audits carried out at up to 3 year intervals. One telling comment suggested “it depends what we get for it, like a workable action plan at the end.” 
The biggest concern YIACS had was the staff time and resources that might be required in obtaining and retaining a quality mark. There was also some worry that a new standard might not be recognised by funders and indeed the link between funding and quality accreditation gave rise to some unease. Some YIACS were also concerned that it may be difficult to engage staff in a new standard. 
YIACS want to see effective support through local and regional training events as well as a readily accessible system of consultancy support by telephone, online and by one to one visits.
Summary:
· Work needs to be done to make an advice quality standard genuinely relevant and attractive to YIACS.

· Any new quality standard will need to dovetail with the other quality standards with which YIACS have to comply and with the broader youth sector quality agenda.
· A new standard which achieved this balance could be genuinely useful to YIACS.
· Measures of quality must include person-centred outcomes and user participation in services if they are to adequately reflect the value and values of YIACS.
· The right balance of self assessment; internal and external peer review; and user assessment will need to be struck. There is support across the board for a range of these methods.
· Any audit system must be affordable and must provide an end product, such as a clear action plan for improvement.

· The process must be simple and transparent enough to keep the demands on time and resources to a reasonable level.

· Effective and accessible support is essential and will go a long way to ease the burden on agencies.

· Worries about the connection between holding the quality standard and funding will need to be addressed, as well as concerns about recognition.
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