
Talking about policy  
on multiple needs
A guide to starting conversations as 
part of Voices from the Frontline

In March 2015, Making Every Adult Matter (MEAM) is inviting 
people with experience of multiple needs – and the practitioners 
that support them – to debate what the next government should 
do to improve support for this group.

We’ve produced this guide, and accompanying materials, to invite 
you to join this conversation. With your help, we’ll publish a 
report in May making recommendations that draw on your ideas 
and experience.

Paul discusses his experiences of multiple needs at our launch event in November 2015 (photo: mikekear.com)
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Introduction
Who are we?
Making Every Adult Matter (MEAM): a coalition of four national 
charities – Clinks, DrugScope, Homeless Link and Mind – 
formed to influence policy and services for adults facing multiple 
needs and exclusions. 

Together we represent over 1600 frontline organisations working 
in the criminal justice, drug and alcohol treatment, homelessness 
and mental health sectors.

What are multiple needs?
People facing multiple needs and exclusions are in every 
community in Britain. They experience several problems at the 
same time, such as mental ill health, homelessness, drug and 
alcohol misuse, offending and family breakdown. They have 
ineffective contact with services, and are living chaotic lives.

What are we trying to achieve?
Over the last six months, we’ve been inviting people with 
experience of multiple needs – and those who support them – to 
talk about the effect of recent changes to policy. 

What they’ve said demonstrates that things need to change:

• “You don’t feel like you’re getting a personal service – in the door, 
out the door, and that’s it, and you’re just the same as the next 
person, when your needs haven’t been assessed.”

• “Where before we could access services [for] the more specialist 
work that was needed, it’s much harder now to get them into 
those services, or the services just aren’t there anymore.”

• “The anxiety of just going for the benefits and things in the first 
place is really huge for a lot of women.”

All of these experiences are relevant to national decisions, and we 
want to encourage policymakers and politicans from all parties to 
benefit from the ideas and experience of frontline voices.

What’s happening over the next three months?
Ahead of the General Election on 7 May 2015, Voices from the 
Frontline will be helping people everywhere discuss what a better 
deal for those with multiple needs looks like.  

You can read out more about 
the experiences of people 
with multiple needs in our 
launch publication ‘Voices 
from the Frontline’, available 
on our website:

www.meam.org.uk/voices
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Anyone who’s interested is welcome to take part, but we 
particularly want to involve people with personal experience 
of multiple needs (for instance, clients or peer mentors) and 
frontline practitioners who support them (like key workers). 

We’ll be organising a meeting in early April to bring together 
some of those who’ve been discussing these issues, and share 
where we’ve got to. Together we will agree our recommendations 
for the next government, and publish them in a report in May. 

But in order to do all of this, we need your help.

Starting a discussion
If you’d like to get involved, the best way to start is to talk about 
these issues with others in your local service, peer group or 
community. This can be an informal discussion, or as part of an 
existing meeting – such as a peer support group.

We recognise some of the issues at stake here are complicated, so 
this toolkit is designed to help you start the conversation. It lays 
out some of the big issues, and provides a structure for discussing 
them as a group. We think this will take about one hour.

The slides accompanying this guide present information and pose 
questions that will help you structure your discussion. You can 
use them as visual aids, or if you prefer, print them out and refer 
to them as notes. 

Here are some suggested  aims for the session that you can 
explain to anyone taking part:

1. We would like you to develop your understanding of policy 
making. We will be thinking about what policy is, who is 
involved and how can you influence change

2. We want to know what policy changes you think need to be 
made to improve the support currently available for people with 
multiple needs

3. We’d like you to be positive and focus on the solutions

There are no strict rules to follow, just prompts for discussion – 
and you may end up talking about other topics that we haven’t 
thought of.

If you don’t already have the 
slides, you can download 
them from our website: 
meam.org.uk/voices

http://meam.org.uk/voices
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Before you start
It’s important to make sure everyone is happy to take part in the 
discussion, and understands why it’s taking place. You could 
show them this document, or talk through the key points in it 
with them.

Whatever approach you take, it’s really important to:

• Make sure everyone taking part is able to contribute

• Focus in on ideas that people have and help to develop them

• Capture these ideas so that we can share them with others

It’s good to make clear that nobody has to discuss anything they 
don’t want to, and can take a break from the discussion if they 
need to. 

Whichever way you choose to capture the conversation, make 
sure you have the permission of everyone in the group, especially 
if you plan to share it more widely afterwards. (We have included 
a sample consent form you can use at the end of this toolkit.)

You should avoid sharing the names or personal details of people 
who participate when discussing sensitive issues, unless they’ve 
given their specific permission. 

Tips for facilitation
If you’re helping to lead a discussion, here are some things you 
might want to bear in mind.

Focusing on the positive
When talking about an issue, it’s often easier to focus on things 
that work well, or capabilities that people have, rather than the 
problems or challenges. 

This is why we’ve suggested starting with a discussion about what 
works for people, and building from this point. By thinking about 
positive experiences, or things that have been helpful, it’s easier to 
see where a good solution to a problem might come from. 

Asking questions 
Start by asking open-ended questions, and encourage people 

Sometimes this approach is 
called ‘Appreciative Inquiry’, 
and you can read more 
about it – as well as other 
ways of involving people – at 
Participation Compass:

bit.ly/pcappreciative

There’s plenty more advice on 
how to make sure everyone 
feels able to contribute in 
‘Beyond the Usual Suspects’, 
a very useful guide produced 
by Peter Beresford from 
Shaping Our Lives:

bit.ly/beyondusual

http://bit.ly/pcappreciative
http://bit.ly/beyondusual
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to build on others’ answers. If a particular question doesn’t get 
much of a response, try asking it in a different way. For instance, 
instead of saying “what would work best?” try “what would be 
better than what we currently have?”

Working in groups
If people are reluctant to talk at first, try splitting people into 
pairs and asking them to have a conversation about the question 
you’re considering.

If you have a large group of people, it might be easier to divide 
them into groups, have them think about a question, and then 
ask one person report to back.

Capturing your ideas
In order to help your ideas reach the people who need to hear 
them, you need to find a way of capturing them. Here are some 
methods you could use. 

Taking notes
You can either write notes on a flipchart as people speak, or 
alternatively ask them to write themselves in groups. At the end, 
take a photo of the notes, or type them up as a summary.

Drawing
Some people prefer to express their ideas by drawing maps, 
diagrams or doodles. Encouraging people to do this can be a 
good way of capturing their ideas – and often makes them easier 
for others to understand.

Make a recording
Most smartphones have the ability to record sound, and the 
quality is better than you might expect. You could record a 
portion of your conversation, and listen back to it afterwards to 
take notes.

Alternatively, you could record a short clip after the conversation 
has finished, asking a couple of people to expand on something 
that they said. 

Filming a video
Using a video recorder or a smartphone, you could film a short 
clip of someone talking about what they found interesting about 
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the session, or an idea that they discussed.

It’s usually better to do this afterwards as people sometimes feel 
uncomfortable being filmed and may need some time to compose 
their thoughts. 

Sharing your ideas with us
In order to have influence on the next government, we need to 
make sure that the ideas and discussions that take place over 
the coming months reach them – and as many other people as 
possible.

We’re asking you to help us by contributing evidence from your 
own discussions by the end of March 2015. You can:

• Send notes, photos and recordings to the Voices from the 
Frontline team: with your permission, we can publish them on 
the project website and include them in publications, sharing 
them with policymakers and politicians

• Help us to influence: over the coming months we will be 
promoting the project, including your contributions and the 
final report they’ll shape. By signing up, we can let you know 
how best to help us do this, including opportunities to meet with 
policymakers and politicians and discuss these issues in person

• Join our meeting in April: we will be using all the information 
gathered from workshops across the country to decide on the 
best solutions

• Keep us updated: if there are things you want to tell us after the 
workshop that you think might help, don’t hesitate to get in touch

What next?
We’re looking forward to seeing what comes out of your 
discussion. If you want to talk through any aspect of it, need 
some help getting started, or are ready to  share what you’ve 
learned, get in touch with the team and we’ll be glad to help.

For further advice or 
information contact the Voices 
from the Frontline team:

voices@meam.org.uk

Voices from the Frontline is 
generously supported by the 
LankellyChase Foundation


