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ONELINK EVALUATION: SUMMARY FOR STAKEHOLDERS

OneLink is the central intake service for Homelessness Services and Child, Youth and Family Services in the ACT. OneLink conducts holistic assessments of all requests for assistance, prioritises people according to their needs and makes referrals based on a triaging process. Woden Community Services is contracted by the Community Services Directorate to deliver this service from July 2016 – January 2023. The OneLink service has evolved throughout its life, including in response to COVID-19.

The purpose of the evaluation is to:

· Assess the extent to which OneLink has delivered against the intent of the central intake model.
· Assess the effectiveness of OneLink in terms of both the depth and breadth of its operation in delivering outcomes.
· Assess the effectiveness of the central intake model in the ACT, identify key issues, and make recommendations for the future implementation of a central intake service model.
· Make recommendations to inform implementation of the strategic partnership and planning process of the ACT Government and specialist homelessness sector during 2021-23 and procurement of the post 30 June 2023 contracts.
The evaluation was conducted in four phases, from late January – April 2022. More than 100 stakeholders, including service users, people who work at OneLink, people from accommodation and service provider organisations, across the ACT Government, in peak bodies and in other jurisdictions.

Figure 1. Four phases of the OneLink Evaluation
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Phase 1: Planning

and Analysis

Late Jan – Feb 2022



Phase 2: Stakeholder

Engagement

Mar – early Apr 2022



Phase 3: Analysis

and Reporting

Late Mar – Apr 2022



Phase 4: Reporting

Apr 2022

Service delivery context

There are three important contexts for the homelessness accommodation and other services component of OneLink’s service:

· The ACT has an unaffordable rental market for people on low incomes
· There is a shortage of social housing in the ACT, and
· COVID-19 added pressure to homelessness services.
These contexts were consistently raised as concerns by stakeholders in the engagement phase.

Combined, they create unique pressures on the central intake model for homelessness services.

The extent to which OneLink has delivered against the intent of the central intake model

We considered each of the service components of the OneLink contract, grouping services into themes of access; intake assessment; prioritisation and referral; brokerage; service partnership; staffing and governance. An overview of how the model is designed to work is at Figure 2, overleaf.
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Figure 2. How the model of a central intake service is designed to work in the ACT


Overall, delivery of the contracted services has deteriorated across the life of the contract. This is not withstanding innovations that improved service delivery, like the client support fund. Overall, the deterioration of the service is demonstrated by the telephone answering rate declining throughout the life of the contract, in the OneLink complex program being abandoned in 2019 and through service stakeholder interviews which pointed to a time in OneLink’s life where they had better relationships with OneLink staff. A number of services required under the contract have not been substantively delivered, including fostering shared practice tools across the sector, technology-enhanced approaches to access the service, 24/7 online self-service tool, reliable data collection and a quality improvement system that results in service improvement.

Access to OneLink is arguably the single biggest issue facing the service at the present time. The evidence available to us is that access to the service has diminished substantially over the life of the contract and the overwhelming majority of stakeholders expressed dissatisfaction with OneLink’s current performance in this regard. Many service delivery stakeholders expressed frustration with the quality of the OneLink service, reporting that they have ‘given up’ referring clients or engaging with the service.

The number of clients accessing OneLink in each year of the service’s operation has remained consistent across the life of the contract, at around 2,000 for the four years 2017-18 to 2020-21. This number is consistently half of the total clients accessing homelessness services in the ACT, despite OneLink’s clients including people who need to access Child, Youth and Family Services in addition to homelessness services. It is clear that the cohort of clients being referred to OneLink at present have complex and challenging needs. There are a high number of returning clients and this suggests that they are not being settled into options that meet their long-term needs. People (usually women) fleeing domestic and family violence are single largest group of new clients.

We found the most valued aspect of the OneLink service are OneLink’s frontline staff. Clients reported an overwhelmingly positive experience of their engagement with OneLink staff, reporting that they felt safe and respected, regardless of their service outcome. Other aspects of OneLink valued by stakeholders include the simplicity of a single point of referral, the outreach service and Woden Community Services’ ability to adapt quickly in the pandemic to deliver the client support
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fund. The child, youth and family liaison officers and the OneLink complex program that supported people to be referral-ready were also highly valued.

Effectiveness of OneLink in delivering outcomes

Data in relation to client outcomes portrays a picture where, for all of the activity and assessment, few emerge at the other end of the process with a tangible outcome. The OneLink Monthly Data Tables show that a very low percentage of all of the clients referred to OneLink actually receive a successful referral to an accommodation or support service. The data shows between 2017 and 2021:

· 22.2% are connected to an accommodation service.
· 43.5% are referred to a support service.
The fact that there are so few concrete outcomes for clients is a source of frustration for clients, for people who work at OneLink and for service delivery organisations. There are two main sources of this frustration, an overall lack of availability of services in the sector and a number of providers are refusing to actively participate in the system.

Effectiveness of the central intake model

Central intake is not currently working well in the ACT, with both stakeholder engagement results and data painting a consistent story:

· Less than 50% of the housing and homelessness clients are prioritised using the central intake process, diminishing the effectiveness of a central prioritisation system.
· Clients are telling their story to many service providers.
· The relationship between OneLink and service providers is generally reported as poor.
Future state of centralised intake

The components of a successful future state centralised intake service are:

· Access through a variety of person-centred channels
· A practice quality system that enables a common assessment tool used across the sector, positive client experience and staff specialisation
· Sector engagement and leadership, appropriately resourced and underpinned by data
· Governance and enabling infrastructure that effectively manages risks and fosters continuous improvement in service delivery.
We recommend that the future centralised intake service is contracted out to the community sector, to best enable clients to feel safe in accessing the service. We recommend that the contract has clear performance measures and appropriate governance mechanisms.

The limited supply of low-income rentals and shortage of social housing creates an environment where the central intake service will always be under significant pressure to deliver crisis homelessness services. To ensure the child, youth and family services component of central intake is not overtaken by these contextual challenges, we recommend that the Community Services Directorate consults with the child, youth and family services sector participants to consider whether a separate intake service would serve this sector better.

Recommendations

We make ten recommendations for delivery of the future state of a centralised intake model and provide an additional twenty operational considerations for ACT Housing that relate to delivery of the current service.
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