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At the heart of any first-rate advice service is the
ability to offer clients accurate information that is
appropriate to their circumstances. Since 2002,
this has been included within the quality
assurance standards of the Citizens Advice
Membership Scheme. The Quality of Advice
Assessment (QAA) is based on the principle of
peer review – assessors with a background in the
advice sector examine 30 case files to evaluate the
quality of advice that a bureau is giving.

At a high level, scoring is based on whether the
adviser has sought the most beneficial outcome
for their client. In practice this means asking:

• Were the client’s circumstances explored fully?

• Was research undertaken?

• Were all possible options, and their
consequences, considered?

• Was the client given sufficient information to
progress their case, and did the adviser
intervene on their behalf if necessary? 

• Was the client signposted to additional sources
of information if appropriate? 

• Were case management systems, such as a
‘further action diary’, used effectively?  

The QAA gives bureaux an accurate benchmark
that they can take pride in improving on, as well
as expert recommendations for development. It’s
an important step towards being able to
guarantee that a Citizens Advice Bureau is a
client-centred environment. Somewhere you feel
you are listened to. Somewhere you can be
confident you will receive sound advice.
Somewhere that offers you the right balance
between being helped and being empowered.  

“Please accept my very grateful

thanks for all of the constructive

information and advice from Audit

during your time at the Bureau.” 

Joan Saddington, Manager, Sedgemoor CAB
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58 per cent of bureaux audited in 2007/08 have improved
since their previous Quality of Advice Assessment 
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Citizens Advice Bureaux are all independent
registered charities. Citizens Advice is the national
membership body which, among other roles, sets
standards for the provision of advice, provides
training and support to bureaux, and conducts
audits to ensure that standards are met. Together
we make up the Citizens Advice service. 

In the Charity Commission’s role as the regulator
of charities in England and Wales, it sets out six
Hallmarks of an Effective Charity. An effective
charity, they say: 

1 Has a clear purpose and direction

2 Has a strong board

3 Is fit for purpose in terms of structure and policies

4 Measures performance, learns and improves 

5 Is financially sound and prudent

6 Is accountable and transparent

When the Charity Commission reviewed the
Citizens Advice standards in early 2008 it found
that they incorporate all the Hallmarks of an
Effective Charity, and had no hesitation in officially
endorsing our membership scheme. 

“The whole point of Citizens Advice

standards is to ensure members

raise their game and incorporate

best practice at the heart of their

work… This means that

stakeholders can be confident that

member charities who achieve these

standards will be effective in the

delivery of their services to users.”

Andrew Hind, Chief Executive of the 

Charity Commission  

The Charity Commission’s endorsement provides
outside validation and public reassurance that
bureaux are well run and effective organisations.
It says a lot about what you can expect as a client,
as well as giving supporters an extra level of
confidence that charitable funds are spent  
with integrity.

In March 2008 our membership scheme received official
endorsement from the Charity Commission



The Citizens Advice service is the UK’s largest
advice giving charity. While comparative size is of
little consequence, the number of people we help
and the number of problems we solve are very
important to us. If we’re going to increase those
numbers, we need to apply a business-like
approach to customer retention and
recommendations. And that means making sure
our clients have a positive experience of the
Citizens Advice service.

Measuring satisfaction is key to being able to
improve the client experience. We need to know
what sort of experience people are having, what
makes it a positive one and what, if anything,
detracts from it. Based on that information, we
can determine where and how we need to
develop. 

Ninety two per cent of bureaux already measure
client satisfaction to some extent and, during
2007/08, 250 of them shared their data with us.
Some encouraging trends were revealed. 

• 238 reported that 80% of clients, or more,
would be happy to use the Citizens Advice
service again

• 233 reported that 80% of clients, or more,
were satisfied with the advice they received 

• 233 reported that 80% of clients, or more,
were satisfied with the overall experience

We will continue to gather client satisfaction data
during 2008/09, and to introduce increasingly
sophisticated measurement techniques. 

A Yorkshire CAB helped a client who had
been subjected to harassment on the grounds
of race and religion. He had been provoked
into fighting with a colleague and, as a result,
was threatened with dismissal. The bureau
intervened and raised a grievance with the
client’s employer. As a result the dismissal was
reduced to a warning, and the harassers were
disciplined as well. In addition, the company
reviewed its equal opportunities policy and
introduced new training for staff. The client
was very pleased with the results, which went
beyond retaining his job. 
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238 bureaux reported that 80 per cent of clients, or more,
would be happy to use the Citizens Advice service again
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North Hertfordshire and District (NHD) Citizens
Advice Bureau received a prestigious international
award, recognising their use of technology to
benefit communities. The Computerworld Honors
Program award acknowledges their work in
pioneering a single telephone number advice line.

NHD Citizens Advice Bureau was nominated for
the award by Nortel, makers of the new
telephone system which links together offices
across North Hertfordshire and South Cambridge.
When a client rings for advice, their call is
automatically diverted to whichever office has an
adviser free to talk. Appointment booking and
case recording systems are also shared across the
different offices, so the experience is seamless
from the client’s perspective – three bureaux are
acting as one.   

Increasingly clients expect to be able to access
advice without visiting a bureau and the
telephone is their preferred method –
allowing dialogue but with no need to travel.
Many bureaux, however, find it difficult to
offer a comprehensive telephone service
when they are meeting the demands of
clients who present themselves in person.
That’s why Citizens Advice is aiming to
introduce a single telephone number for the
entire service in Spring 2010. 

It can be exasperating to be on hold at the best of
times, but even more so for those of our clients
who have experienced nerves about calling.
Because despite the fact that we set out to treat
all clients with warmth and respect, it can still be
an intimidating experience to reveal your
problems to a stranger. By improving access to
advice through the single telephone number, the
likelihood of this scenario occurring is greatly
reduced. In fact NHD Bureau is able to handle 42
per cent more telephone enquiries as a result of
introducing the new system. 

Improved telephone access is also a lifeline for
those living in rural areas and for people with
disabilities who may find it difficult travelling to 
a bureau.  
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International award win for bureau pioneering a single
telephone number advice line
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Almost all bureaux that have introduced preliminary diagnostic interviews
report increased capacity – an average of 25 per cent more clients.

9 August 2007 in Milton Keynes CAB

“41 clients seen by 12.30 – something that

we would have never thought possible a

year previously. We found ourselves making

quick, effective referrals to the case

workers, and the shorter waiting times

meant we had less client complaints so our

advisers felt less anxious.“ 

Linda Evans, Advice Services Manager 

Gateway assessment is similar to the medical model of triage. Clients are given an initial diagnostic
interview to assess their needs and determine the level of support they require. This allows bureaux to
prioritise clients and use their resources where they can have the biggest impact. By 31 March 2008, 52
per cent of bureaux had adopted the approach to some extent, with a further 25 per cent planning to
introduce it by 31 March 2009.

Gateway assessment interview 

Independently accessed information 
(e.g. Adviceguide.org.uk, fact sheets)

The result is more ready access to the
most appropriate type of advice. People
who are capable of resolving their own
problems are empowered to do so,
freeing up advisers to focus their time
on those who – for whatever reason –
currently aren’t. Fifty six per cent of
bureaux that took part in the survey
have witnessed a reduction in waiting
times of 30 per cent or more. As well as
removing an unnecessary element of
stress for clients, faster access to advice
prevents simple problems escalating
into major issues.

Refer to a
specialist service

provider



The National Homelessness Advice Service (NHAS)
is a partnership between Shelter and Citizens
Advice, funded by Communities and Local
Government. It’s rooted in the housing and advice
expertise of the partners, developed over their
combined 100 plus years of operating. 

NHAS provides specialist consultancy and training
to frontline advice agencies, including bureaux,
completely free of charge. It’s a valued resource,
which supports their delivery of appropriate,
accurate and timely advice to people who are at
risk of losing their homes.

During 2007/08, NHAS invested in the first ever
piece of longitudinal evidence-based research into
the impact of housing advice provided to the
general public (i.e. people who are not already
homeless). The research confirmed the significant
impact and, therefore, absolute necessity of
housing advice. Anecdotally this has been hugely
motivating and rewarding for advisers, as well as
being an important social finding. 

The 15 bureaux involved in this research recorded
more than 2,000 outcomes of housing advice over
the course of the year. Of those outcomes, 56 per
cent were that homelessness had been prevented,
delayed or averted. A further 13 per cent related
to an improvement in the client’s financial
position. In follow up work with a random
selection of clients, it was revealed that housing
advice achieves more than just housing outcomes.
Eighty two per cent felt better able to help
themselves and 81 per cent reported increased

confidence and peace of mind. All of which has
huge implications for an individual’s health,
employability and even relationships with friends
and family. 

“CLG recognises the value of good

housing advice… NHAS provides a

high quality approach to

consultancy, training, information

and developing partnerships

between local authorities and

frontline advice agencies.”

Communities and Local Government statement,

November 2007
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Our groundbreaking research into the impact of housing advice revealed that 56
per cent of outcomes relate to homelessness being prevented, delayed or averted
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19 I’m proud to work for the
Citizens Advice service because…

It doesn’t claim to have
all the answers but it

responds to changes and
challenges with honestyand integrity

Paul Baird, Fundraising 

I get th
e privile

ge and 
joy

of working with amazingly

generous
 and ta

lented

voluntee
rs, train

ing them
 and

sharing 
their d

evelopment.

June Chapman, Volunteer Development Manager,

Camden Citizens Advice Bureau

All our social policy work is
based on solid client evidence,

and that gives me a head
start in lobbying for change 

Liz Phelps, Social Policy



Our principles – The Citizens Advice service provides
free, independent, confidential and impartial advice to
everyone on their rights and responsibilities. We value
diversity, promote equality and challenge discrimination.

Our aims

• Provide the advice people need for the problems they face. 

• Improve the policies and practices that affect people's lives.



Citizens Advice 
Myddelton House 
115-123 Pentonville Road 
London N1 9LZ 

Volunteer hotline: 08451 264 264 
Telephone: 020 7833 2181 
Fax: 020 7833 4371 

www.citizensadvice.org.uk 
www.adviceguide.org.uk  
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