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Summary of External Evaluation of Cheetham Hill Advice Centre
Cheetham Hill Advice Centre (CHAC) is a busy, independent advice charity based
in North Manchester. Advice is provided predominantly in benefits, housing, debt
and immigration. The charity has AQS certification to provide advice at generalist level,
casework standard advice in benefits and debt and has OISC registration to provide
immigration advice to level one. The centre is funded through a mix of sources including
the National Lottery Community Fund’s Reaching Communities programme which is
funding three Advisors from March 2016 to February 2020.
The external evaluation has gained views from advice
clients, staff, volunteers and external stakeholders. These
have been used alongside project monitoring data
to assess the outcomes and impact being achieved
by CHAC and to investigate the key learning for the
future. The views given by all stakeholders demonstrate
that the organisation is playing an important role
both in helping people to overcome difficulties and in
influencing developments in North Manchester and in
the wider strategic arena.

‘They are an active part of the
Cheetham community and its
infrastructure. Their very strong connection
with the reality of the issues that people
locally are facing in their daily lives is
absolutely invaluable to us.’
Strategic Lead – North, The Neighbourhoods
Service, Manchester City Council

Impact
Increasing financial stability
CHAC is having a strong impact on its clients’ financial
stability. This includes helping clients to access welfare
benefits and challenging incorrect benefits decisions.

£4,461

on average for each client with increased
or protected income

£1,148,090

total average per year of income increased
or protected for clients
Increasing emotional well-being
CHAC is improving well-being primarily through
reducing anxiety and stress due to money problems.
For some the amount of stress felt is considerable.

‘Without help from CHAC, I would not
have been able to get anywhere. I was
very depressed and thinking about ending
my life. My mind was toast.’
Samira
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‘I have had various jobs since coming
to the UK in 2001. Then I suffered
two heart attacks and have other health
conditions. I paid my taxes and national
insurance for twelve years and yet, when I
applied for benefits I felt like they treated me
as a cheat and a scrounger. CHAC helped me
to get Job Seekers Allowance, housing benefit
and council tax support. Later they helped
me understand about my poor health and
that I shouldn’t be worrying about getting
work until I was well enough. They assisted
me to get Personal Independence Payment
(PIP) which was a big support that I didn’t
know about. I get £5,460 a year for PIP.’
Hasan

Key statistics March 2016 to February 2019
No. of clients =

1,598

to February 2019

33%
People with
a disability

79%

People from Black,
Asian, Minority
Ethnic or Refugee
background

CHAC is playing a key role in the local arena through
its involvement with local agencies in the public,
voluntary and business sectors, as well as through its
participation in city-wide partnerships and strategies.
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People whose
home language
is not English

72%

of cases for
welfare benefits

Developments

Key learning

Developments in the services have been identified as:

Impact

–	Proactive work to facilitate people
to do things themselves by building
knowledge, skills and autonomy.

CHAC’s key impacts are on financial stability,
emotional well-being and influencing the
wider strategic arena.
Addressing poverty
People supported by CHAC have the factors of
poverty described in the Manchester Poverty
Strategy. CHAC is playing a critical role and is
very well skilled and experienced in supporting
people with the key issues they face.
Scope for development
Much of the face to face work of the Centre
is individual and reactive. There is scope for
the service to carry out some pro-active work
to support people to do things themselves,
as well to target specific groups of potential
clients who have additional needs especially
for accessibility.
Evaluation
Evaluation practice is not well developed
at CHAC, other than collecting financial
outcomes for clients. The value of evaluation
could be better recognised across the
organisation.
Staff support

Influencing the wider strategic arena

49%

The work and demand of CHAC has an
emotional and intellectual impact on staff
and volunteers. The impact of this on staff is
tangible and potentially could lead to long
term stress and overload. Staff support is vital
and supervision systems are in place.
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–	Referrals - refer more people to widely available
on-line and phone services such as Citizens
Advice Manchester, Shelter and Step Change.
–	Targeted work for: People who can’t queue those with disabilities, people fleeing violence,
people with trauma/anxiety; Parents of
families with large numbers of children.
–	Providing services at the premises
of other organisations where there
is a demand for advice work.
Developments have also been identified to the
evaluation work and use of staff support structures of
the organisation. These will help to build its capacity to
plan and deliver its work.

‘I have five children and two of them
have additional needs. I mainly came
for help with the Personal Independence
Payment (PIP) forms for my children and
housing benefits. It’s quite useful as some
letters or words are confusing and long and
I need advice. Without the help from CHAC,
I don’t think I would have got the payments
I now get. In total, CHAC have helped me
to get benefits of £12,315 a year. I’m more
at ease now and less anxious, so I can
concentrate on other things.’
Gabina
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Introduction
Cheetham Hill Advice Centre is a busy, independent advice charity based in North
Manchester. The charity grew out of the community in Cheetham as an asset-based
response to the high levels of deprivation experienced by the people in the Cheetham
ward and surrounding areas of Manchester. The organisation constituted as a charity in
1977 and has been working with the community in North Manchester ever since.

Cheetham Hill Advice Centre (CHAC) has
commissioned this independent evaluation
to complement the evaluation work it
does internally, and particularly to gain
views from people who have contact with
the Centre. The evaluation aims to:
-	assess the outcomes and impact of CHAC’s
work, particularly that being funded by
the National Lottery Community Fund’s
Reaching Communities programme
-	provide learning to guide the shape
of services in the future
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The Reaching Communities programme has been
funding three Advisors to work at CHAC since
March 2016. Funding will continue until February
2020. This report covers the services delivered from
March 2016 to February 2019. It gives details of the
evaluation findings about the way CHAC provides
services, the outcomes and impact it achieves,
and key issues for the future. It uses the views of
people who have used CHAC’s services, CHAC
staff & volunteers and a small number of external
agencies to underpin these findings. All people
have given permission to use their quotations and
case stories, and all of the names in the case stories
have been changed.
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The local context
Cheetham Hill is located just over a mile to the
North-west of Manchester city centre, and falls
primarily within the Cheetham ward. Cheetham
is an area of Manchester with poor housing, high
levels of deprivation, poor health and with many
people struggling to manage on low wages, long
working hours and low levels of job security.
Cheetham is ranked amongst the 10% and 20%
most deprived areas in England, according to
the Index of Multiple Deprivation, 2015.
Cheetham has a resilient and supportive community
with a strong ethos of self-reliance and selfimprovement. Cheetham is an area popular with
families and has a high number of large families.
9% of Manchester’s children live in the Cheetham
ward and over a third (39%) of children in the
area are living in poverty. This percentage is more
than double the national average of child poverty
and amongst the highest in the county.
Cheetham Hill has one of the most diverse
neighbourhoods in the UK. It has long attracted
migrants to the city, with its close proximity to the
city centre. The community is made up of long-term
residents, settled communities and people from
newly arrived communities. In the Cheetham ward
44% of residents were born outside the UK. For nearly
half of residents (48%) English is not their home
language, with many needing help and translation
to navigate bureaucratic systems and structures.
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How Cheetham Hill Advice Centre works
Cheetham Hill Advice Centre provides advice via selfreferral and has open-access advice drop-in session
three times a week. Advice is provided predominantly
in welfare benefits, housing, debt and immigration
sessions. The charity has AQS certification to provide
advice at generalist level, casework standard advice in
welfare benefits and debt and has OISC registration to
provide immigration advice to level one.
The advice service delivers face-to-face advice and it
is this element of the service that many local people
appreciate. People are often confused and struggle
to explain what the problem is. It regularly takes an

advisor or volunteer to sit with a person, read the letters
they have brought along and through asking simple
questions slowly begin to unravel the problem that
the person is facing. People are frequently worried and
distressed when they face a problem and report feeling
over-whelmed.

The Centre has five paid advisors, an information worker, about twenty regular volunteers and four
advising rooms available. To ensure that a good service can be offered, the Centre has restrictions
on the numbers of people it can support at drop-in sessions, as well as a ‘triage’ system in place.
Triage involves volunteers assessing people’s request for support before deciding whether to deal
with the issues themselves or to pass more complex needs on to an experienced advisor.

Meeting local cultural needs

The range of advice provided by CHAC has grown in
response to the community in Cheetham and their
hopes and struggles. The complicated nature of people’s
problems means that advice needs are often clustered
with it being common for people to experience
complicated problems and barriers in multiple areas.

Housing

Case
work

Case
work

Assessment

Benefits

Debt

Information

Information that will solve the problem

Advice

CHAC’s service is provided in a culturally
appropriate way that recognises that
for many people they need to sit with
someone face-to-face before they
can disclose sensitive and personal
information about their finances and
their families. Advice is provided in a
range of languages with more than 20
languages spoken by staff and volunteers
providing advice within the charity.

Strategic links
Cheetham Hill Advice Centre is part of a number of key partnerships and strategic groups which extend the impact
of the work of the charity. These include supporting growth and diversity in service provision in North Manchester,
contributing to advice strategy, sharing resources with other members of the voluntary, community and social
enterprise (VCSE) sector, combating poverty, preventing homelessness, working with Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic
and Refugee (BAMER) communities, increasing resilience and involving the voices of people who are experts by
experience. CHAC is a partner of the Manchester Volunteer Advice Partnership (MVAP) which provides training for
the CHAC volunteers and the City-Wide Advice Partnership which provides advice across the city.

Signposting to specialist where needed

•	A problem with benefits
that leads to rent arrears,
which is housing debt
and can lead to eviction
and homelessness
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•	A carer is entitled to carer’s
allowance but needs to
prove their immigration
status to receive payment

•	A person loses their
job which leads to an
overpayment in tax
credits and debt with
their child care provider
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Poverty Truth Commission

Citywide Advice contract

Our Manchester

Work and skills
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Advice Forum

Homeless prevention

Social Work and Social Care Seminars

Some examples of clusters of advice

North Manchester VCSE Sector Panel
Experts by experience

Casework for complicated situations

Tax credits

Cheetham Cultural Festival

Immigration

Manchester Advice Volunteer Partnership

Advice to ensure entitlement
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Partnerships and working relationships include voluntary sector, statutory sector, public sector and relationships
with people who run small, local businesses. Connections exist where there is shared understanding around
place, communities of identity, communities of experience and with those who share priorities around
addressing some of the complex difficulties facing people locally.

Manchester Family Poverty Strategy identified the following leading causes of poverty
in Manchester. The factors causing people to fall into poverty are prevalent in Cheetham and
across North Manchester.
Leading causes of poverty in Manchester
•	Insecure, low paid jobs and zero hour contracts
• Living on out of work benefits
• Falling into debt
•	Sanctions, reductions and delays to benefits
•	Not accessing the benefits they are entitled
to – partially due to the ‘system’ appearing
confusing and difficult to navigate
•	Being unable to secure well paid, secure
work around childcare commitments

Poor housing conditions such as overcrowding,
damp, indoor pollutants and cold can affect
physical and mental health. Children living in bad
quality housing are disproportionately more likely
to suffer from poorer general health - particularly
respiratory health and asthma. Other physical
illnesses linked to poor housing include eczema,
hypothermia and heart disease. Poor housing
conditions and insecurity of tenure can also
cause stress and other mental health issues.
Manchester Family Poverty Strategy 2017-2022

•	Being unaware of, or misinformed about,
the welfare system, available support
or the financial benefits of working
•	Low levels of savings due to low levels of income

This grant is one of a mix of funding sources that fund
CHAC. Other sources include Manchester City Council
commissions and various grants. The outcomes being
funded by the Reaching Communities programme
have evolved from those originally funded, with the
agreement of the Fund. They are:
Outcome 1	1,000 local people on low
incomes will increase or maintain
their economic well-being

•	Unexpected life events and moments
of transition – e.g. family or relationship
breakdown, redundancy, bereavement.

Outcome 2	People receiving advice will have
wider life changes including an
increase in well-being, and accessing
volunteering opportunities and
employment skills training.

Certain Black and Minority Ethnic groups,
particularly those from Pakistani and Bangladeshi
communities are more likely to experience
discrimination and tend to have lower levels
of pay. Therefore making communities
from these groups more likely to live in and
experience poverty. Women from Bangladeshi
and Pakistani communities are worst affected
as they are less likely than Bangladeshi and
Pakistani men to be in paid employment.
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Reaching Communities Grant

About this evaluation
CHAC has monitoring systems in place which provide
good details about financial outcomes for people
(outcome 1). The systems to provide data about
wider life changes for people (outcome 2) were not
sufficiently used prior to this evaluation, so a sample
month was used by CHAC in order to obtain better
data. During the sample month, CHAC obtained
monitoring data from 45 of the 102 clients seen.
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The evaluation methodology was created to collect
mainly qualitative data and provide people involved
with CHAC a way of contributing their experiences,
perceptions and reflections. Questions were targeted
to gain information about outcomes and impact
and about how CHAC provides its services.
The evaluation process has involved:
-	Face to face interviews with 6 people
who have used CHAC services
-	Discussion with 4 CHAC staff funded by the
Reaching Communities grant and 1 volunteer.
- Analysis of the CHAC monitoring data.
-	Discussions with the CHAC Manager
about the CHAC service model,
demographic and outcomes data,
and evaluation processes of CHAC
-	Telephone interviews with 3
external stakeholders of CHAC

The evaluator also carried out a separate evaluation
of the Manchester Volunteer Advice Partnership,
which was completed in June 2019. Some findings of
that evaluation, where relevant have been included
in this report, with the permission of the partnership.

9

People supported by CHAC, March 2016 to February 2019

Types of advice work, March 2016 to February 2019

Key statistics

When clients have multiple issues or come back to CHAC for a new issue, each one is treated as a ‘case’.
For 1598 clients there were 5902 cases.

Total number of people supported = 1598

Case work issues
49%

Female

79%

BAMER background
49%

English not a person’s home language
28%

European Economic Area nationals
2%

People who are homeless

Debt

6%

Housing

6%

Immigration

Ethnic origin

60%

80%

3%

Employment

2%

Health and social care

2%

Consumer

2%

Travel

1%

Education

1%

Skills

1%

Other

White – 19%

40%

72%

Welfare Benefits

33%

People with a disability

20%

0%

51%

Male

3%

Asian / Asian British – 45%
Black / African / Caribbean / Black British – 20%

Samira’s Story

Arab – 7%

I came to live in the UK from a European
mainland country about twelve years ago. I
have two children, aged 18 and 17, who have
grown up here and who see their future here.

Other ethnic group – 5%

Where people live

63%

Cheetham and Crumpsall
22%

Other North Manchester areas
8%

Central Manchester
1%

South Manchester
Out of area

2%

Unknown

4%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

I always worked and was proud to look after
and provide for my family independently. Since
2013, I have suffered health problems and been
unable to work, so was on Employment Support
Allowance (ESA). I am a strong person and didn’t
expect to be in that position. It was shocking.
Suddenly last September, the ESA payment
stopped. I applied for Universal Credit and was
told I’m not entitled because I’m not British. I live
in a private rented house, had no income and got
into thousands of pounds of debt. It was a very
tough time, so I came here to get help. CHAC have
helped me to appeal both the ESA and Universal
Credit decisions – both of which are partially
resolved. They also referred me to the food bank.
Despite my health condition, I found part-time
work in February as I needed to get some income.
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I also got some Universal Credit, but there is a part
which has not yet been paid – I have an appeal
outstanding. I recently had scans for my condition,
and it is getting worse - they are showing up really
bad. I am shocked and in fear of the condition. I
was also unsure of our future here due to Brexit –
we don’t have British passports. I asked a lawyer to
help and they were charging £200 per residency
application which I can’t afford. CHAC have
helped me to apply for permanent residency and
we have had a positive answer – that was great
news. In a year’s time I’ll be able to apply for a
British passport and be treated as a British citizen.
Without help from CHAC, I would not have been
able to get anywhere. It’s been a very difficult
process. I was very depressed and thinking about
ending my life. My mind was toast. I had counsellors
from the GP coming to my house and am still on
medication. CHAC have helped me get back on my
feet and I feel much happier, despite my ill health. I
am able to provide for my family again and stay in
this country where I have been settled for so long.
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Impact of CHAC on peoples’ financial stability
Evidence of impact
Outcome 1

1,000 local people
on low incomes will increase or maintain their
economic well-being over the four years

772 clients so far

have increased or maintained their income as a result of
the advice given. This outcome has been met and is on
track to reach the target over the four years of funding.
Other impact data
Increased or protected income for clients =

£3,444,269

This represents an average of £4461 for each
client with increased or protected income
and an average of £1,148,090 per year.

‘We get good results – money, peace
of mind, reduced stress and worry.’
Staff member

Client debts now being managed

£406,960

Debts either written off or renegotiated

4,235 cases so far
were taken up for people for welfare benefits

409 clients so far

were identified at assessment as having incorrect
benefits and all of these were supported to receive
correct benefits.

27 out of 45

people in the CHAC sample reported
having more money

Overall financial impact
Addressing money problems is a fundamental
aspect of CHAC’s work, with the vast majority
of cases being concerned with finance. Clients
identify this as an important outcome for them as
it enables them to provide for their basic needs
and plan for the future. CHAC has a very significant
effect on increasing its clients’ financial stability.

Hasan’s Story
I came to the UK in 2001 and moved to
Manchester for work in 2015. I was offered
an opportunity for a brighter future. I have
worked in many professions including law,
computing, media and as a writer and have
worked very long hours to support my family.
I have discretionary leave to remain in the UK
which is updated every few years.
Unfortunately within 10 days of starting the new
job, I suffered a heart attack and soon after a
second heart attack. With this and other health
conditions (including fibromyalgia, arthritis,
asthma and prostate issues), I have been unable
to work since. I paid my taxes and national
insurance for twelve years and yet, when I applied
for benefits I felt like they treated me as a cheat
and a scrounger. It was quite inhumane. Two
or three times I felt like committing suicide in
the Job Centre. They didn’t treat me as a legal
resident and I was not given any benefits.
I still had to support my family. I found out
about CHAC online - I had to come. They
helped me to get Job Seekers Allowance,
housing benefit and council tax support. Later
they helped me understand about my poor
health and that I shouldn’t be worrying about
getting work until I was well enough. They
assisted me to get Personal Independence
Payment (PIP) which was a big support that I
didn’t know about. I get £5,460 a year for PIP.
Over the years, I have returned to CHAC when
I’ve needed to. I had some problems in the
community and my son was attacked at school.
CHAC helped me to change his school and get
some protection. Being supported by CHAC
made those people in the community back
off. Last year, when my discretionary leave to
remain in the country was up for review, my
benefits were stopped. CHAC fought for over 3
months to successfully get them reinstated.

I sometimes have to bring my children to CHAC
as I can’t leave them alone at home. I tell them
this is a place where we will get help. They
understand now that sometimes if you raise
your voice alone it will be hard to be heard.
But if you go through a platform and someone
expert and professional is there to express
your problem, it will be easier to get it solved.
I have introduced four more people to CHAC
who are very satisfied and happy with them.
The CHAC workers are very polite and supportive.
They have built my confidence and supported
me psychologically. Sometimes even a couple
of soft words and understanding makes a big
difference. Whenever I finish with them, I have a
bit of courage and enthusiasm and say to myself,
‘Stand up again and do something’. I am a Muslim
and believe that God rules everything. Still, God
doesn’t come physically to help human beings,
he sends people. If you ask me who is here to
help you: God or CHAC? – I will say ‘Cheetham
Hill Advice Centre.’ There are people who have
stopped me from committing suicide. I would
have gone. I haven’t got the words for how to
thank them for all the guidance and support.

The CHAC workers are very polite and
supportive. They have built my confidence
and supported me psychologically.
I have to take a lot of medicines and I have a
much quieter life than before I had my heart
attacks. The medicines have quietened my brain.
It took me a while to realise their impact on
me. I can’t do much but I have been inspired
and motivated by CHAC to start to organise
some community events. The most important
thing is to put a smile on someone’s face.

‘We see clients as real people with families
and lives and how not having benefits
affects them, rather than as statistics.’
Staff member
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Impact of CHAC on wider life changes
Wahid’s story

Evidence of impact
Outcome 2
People receiving advice will have wider life changes including an increase in well-being, and accessing
volunteering opportunities and employment skills training.
Outcome indicator

Sample results (out of 45 people)

Indicative results over 3 years

People accessing the service
will report reduced levels
of stress and anxiety and
improved levels of well-being

41 people had improved
emotional well-being

1,456 people

The data for wider life outcomes has been obtained
from a sample of clients in a one-month period (during
May to June 2019). The sample size was just under
half of the clients seen by CHAC during the month.
Assuming that the sample group is statistically similar
to the total presenting to the service – in its range
of needs and cases, then extrapolating from the
sample data gives an indication of the likely numbers
of people experiencing improved well-being in the
three years of the project to date. There is insufficient
attribution to the work of CHAC to extrapolate the other
indicators linked to volunteering and employment.
The data suggests that this outcome is being fully
met for emotional well-being and partially met
for other indicators, as further described below.

Well-being indicator:
People accessing the service will report reduced levels
of stress and anxiety and improved levels of well-being
•	31 out of 45 people in the CHAC sample
reported having less worry about debts
•	41 out of 45 people in the CHAC sample had
an emotional wellbeing outcome of feeling less
stressed, less anxious or happier and more positive

I came to the UK from Afghanistan in
2008. Since I came, I have learnt to speak
some English, but I still need help with
official conversations and forms.
I have family and friends here who might help,
but I need privacy and confidentiality for my
personal matters. Also a friend once helped
me to complete my re-housing form and
they put the wrong information, so because
of that I suffered a lot. CHAC have helped me
in many ways for about six years. They are all
good people and the advisors have different
specialist knowledge which I’ve needed. They
know how to complete forms properly, and they
sort out all my issues very quickly and get me
back on track. So I trust them and no-one else.
I work as a butcher but have difficulties with
my legs at times which makes it painful to keep
standing up all day. Last year my employer sacked
me for sitting down too much. I went to the Job

•	All 6 clients interviewed for the evaluation reported
feeling less stressed, less anxious or happier

Councillor Hassan, Manchester City Council

Volunteering indicator:
People accessing the service will become volunteers
with the Centre and other local organisations

Strategic Lead – North,
The Neighbourhoods
Service, Manchester
City Council

•	5 out of 45 people in the CHAC sample
had volunteered somewhere
Employment skills indicator:
300 people will improve their employment skills
through accessing learning programmes

‘Most of our clients don’t have confidence at all. As soon as we help with their
problems you can tell that they feel better and more confident.’
Staff member
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I have indefinite leave to remain in the UK. CHAC
have helped me to get British passports for one
of my children. I am not applying for myself
as it would cost £1400 which is too much, so I
have only travel documents not a passport.
At the moment, CHAC are helping me to apply for
a council house. When I need to come, I usually
see the same advisor but they have all my details
on file so everyone knows what has happened in
the past and what to do now if she’s not available.
I am very happy and satisfied with what they have
done. They play a very important role in my life.

Other impact data

‘When you know there’s support
available in your area that you can walk
to, then you’re not stressed out. People know
there’s help and advice when they need it.’

‘I have had
very positive
feedback from
people about their
experiences of CHAC.’

Centre and was unemployed for 6 months. It’s
hard to find jobs in butchers shops – there aren’t
many available. Now I’m working again, part time
hours. CHAC helped me to get tax credits and
housing benefits, both for when I wasn’t working
and when I am. I have five children and four of
them are school age. The benefits are essential to
us. If I’m on track, my family are happy and relaxed.

•	14 out of 45 people in the CHAC sample
reported having improved skills
•	5 out of 45 people in the CHAC sample had
started a course
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16 out of 45 people
in the CHAC sample had a work/skills outcome
of volunteering, obtaining employment
or improving their employment skills

3 out of 45 people

in the CHAC sample had obtained employment

2 of 6 clients

interviewed for the evaluation reported having better
ability to complete tasks themselves as a result of
obtaining advice/support from CHAC.

69 CHAC volunteers

provided advice and assistance to clients from 2016 to
2019. Of these 26 were from Cheetham and Crumpsall,
and 17 from other North Manchester areas. Other
volunteers came mainly from within Manchester.
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Fatima’s story
My family are from Pakistan, although we
came to the UK having first lived in Portugal.
We all use CHAC at different times – my
parents and my brothers and sister.
I have been coming here for more than two years
for immigration advice, for benefits applications
and for help with my children’s schools.
Any time I need to come, I get good help to
sort out things. The staff are very polite. Last
year I had a big problem with my tax credits
because I forgot to advise them of a change
in my circumstances. This resulted in an
overpayment of tax credits. CHAC appealed the
decision and the overpayment was reduced to
£2,000. I accept I made a mistake but my benefit
wasn’t a lot of money and the debt was really
high – it was £4000. The system is complicated
and very difficult to understand. CHAC helped
me set up a payment plan I am paying off the
money monthly so it’s a bit easier for me. I am
studying English three days a week. The accent
and some words are different here from what

Overall impact on wider life changes
CHAC is achieving impact on wider life
changes to differing degrees.
CHAC is improving peoples’ well-being. This is likely
to be closely related to the success CHAC has in
addressing money worries. From the sample data,
it is possible that a very high percentage of clients
experience reduced stress and anxiety as a result of
having more money and less worry about finances. It
is also clear from the case stories that for some clients
the stress and poor mental health that they experience
is considerable, and is reduced through CHAC’s help.
There are a small number of people using the Centre
taking up volunteering opportunities. The data
from the sample is insufficient to know whether the
volunteering reported has happened as a result of
clients attending CHAC. CHAC reports a small number
of clients becoming centre volunteers. Many of CHAC’s
clients are struggling with low income, with family
demands and may have low levels of English and are
not in a position to take up volunteering opportunities.
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Tanesa’s story – Volunteering at CHAC
I learnt in my country. I’m also studying other
subjects and have been invited to the summer
school. The exams are soon and I’m getting
nervous. It’s difficult to write correct English.

They encouraged me to complete
my EU Exit form myself and I got
everything right.
I can understand the forms and documents I’m
sent but sometimes the official rules are hard so
I come to CHAC. I lost confidence because of the
bad experience with HMRC and would struggle
if I had to do things on my own. I get advice
because sometimes I’ve misunderstood and once
they’ve told me the real meaning then I may be
able to fill in the forms myself. They encouraged
me to complete my EU Exit form myself and I got
everything right. That was very good because
it saved time. Now I do EU Exit forms for other
members of my family. I hope maybe with time I’ll
feel confident with completing other forms too.

It is clear that there is an impact on people’s work
and skills attainment, as just over one third of people
in the sample have a work/skills outcome. The data
collected is not sufficiently detailed to know what skills
have been changed or whether it is CHAC that has
contributed to the change. It is possible that people
have a change in their circumstances and/or stability as
a result of CHAC’s work which frees them up to take up
employment or skills development. This would require
further evidencing to ensure attribution to CHAC’s work.
CHAC is, however, having an impact on the skills of
other local people. 62% of the volunteer body is from
North Manchester with nearly all of the volunteers
being from within Manchester. Three volunteers
have previously been homeless. The volunteers
are trained through the MVAP programme. The
evaluation report for MVAP illustrates the significant
impact on skills, experience and employability
for volunteers working in advice roles.
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I came to England from Jamaica when I was
21. I studied accountancy when I was younger
and worked in finance.
I always saw myself as being shy and not good
with people. I wanted to volunteer but always
thought you have to have experience to do
it. Because I didn’t have experience I deleted
it from my thoughts. Since my children have
grown up and don’t need my time as much, I
have decided it’s time to give something back.
I first did some support work in a hospital
and that led me to study Health and Social
Care at university. As part of the course I have
to do some on-the job training – another
student told me she’d done advice work and
how great it is. I looked at Do-it.org and saw
Manchester Volunteer Advice Partnership
and that you don’t need experience to join.
I started the training course in January this year
and chose CHAC to volunteer at as I wanted to
get broad experience and insight into the issues
that people face, because later I want to do a
Masters in Social Work. I did a couple of weeks
training, then the placement started and ran
in parallel with the rest of the course. The first
weeks I was watching what they do and learning
about the organisation and the people who
come here. Then I was gradually given more to
do – like filling out forms or making calls on the
client’s behalf. Now I’m doing ‘triage’ where we
assess people’s advice needs before allocating
them to a member of the team. The supervisor
helps to train you and check the advice you give.
I have learnt a lot about social issues, about
immigration issues, benefits, rent arrears and
the problems that can occur and how to help.
I’ve also learnt about how people think and
about the diversity of clients. People might
come with similar issues but because of their
own circumstances something will change
and you have to do things a different way. You
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have to find out bit by bit about each person.
Communication is the key thing – people
might come with one issue and you find out
that’s not the main thing. On the training
we were taught listening and questioning
skills to engage people so we find out more
information. And how to phrase things so
that people don’t feel judged and feel safe to
answer honestly. Sometimes I have to listen very
keenly to ensure that I understand, especially
when someone speaks with a strong accent.

Being an MVAP volunteer has been so
empowering for me – I’m more confident
because I know what I’m talking about.
My confidence has grown so much. I can now
take a case from triage when I know what to do
without having to check with the supervisor. I
always reflect on what I’ve done with a client
and try to improve. There are a small group
of volunteers here on the same day and we
support each other. One of things that I’ve learnt
is how difficult it is to empower people and
get them to do things for themselves. People
that I know can do things still want me to do
it for them. I think it’s about their confidence,
especially if they are immigrants or feel socially
excluded. I am going to research this a bit more.
MVAP ask you to commit for 6 months as a
volunteer. For me that’s not long enough. Now
I have my confidence, I want to keep coming
for as long as I can. It helps me and my family
too – if I hear about problems they might
have I can pass on what I know. Our local Law
Centre has closed, so it’s harder to get support.
I have helped a friend with an immigration
problem. Being an MVAP volunteer has been
so empowering for me – I’m more confident
because I know what I’m talking about.
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Impact of CHAC on the wider strategic arena
Evidence of impact
•	All three external stakeholders interviewed
for the evaluation reported the positive role
that CHAC plays in the local strategic arena

•	CHAC has a pro-active approach to its
involvement in the local and city-wide
arena, targeting relevant strategies
where it can have a positive effect

‘It’s a place-based intervention. We have
stuck to our core purpose and that’s
really important – it’s better to network with
other services rather than replicating them.
Having a role in helping services to grow
or come up in North Manchester benefits
our clients and the system. Problems are so
complicated now, for anyone to think they
can solve all of them would be ridiculous.’

‘They are an active part of the
Cheetham community and its
infrastructure. We are currently conducting
an enquiry into the health and vitality of
the voluntary sector in North Manchester.
CHAC have been absolutely fantastic in
supporting us in that work. Their very
strong connection with the reality of the
issues that people locally are facing in their
daily lives is absolutely invaluable to us. We
don’t always get that understanding as the
statutory sector.’

Staff member

‘I see them at almost everything I go
to. They are trying to understand the
community and how it can be benefitted,
how different organisations can help
the residents. They are such a passionate
organisation. They’re always trying to build
partnerships and they do really well at that.
They aim to understand the wider social
determinants of health. They see people at
their hardest point and want to be able to
provide the best for them and know who to
signpost to and who the right partners are.’
Health Development Coordinator,
GP Federation

‘I have almost daily contact with the
Centre. They are extra ears and eyes and
hands for us. They also refer people to us at the
Council – people don’t know where we are.’

Strategic Lead – North, The Neighbourhoods
Service, Manchester City Council

Overall impact on the wider strategic arena
CHAC is one of the stronger VCSE organisations
in the Cheetham area. It has made a conscious
choice to ensure that it is engaged with other VCSE
organisations in the area as well as with statutory and
business organisations. This helps provide a more
comprehensive service for clients, through informed
referrals. In addition, CHAC’s engagement with a large
number and range of people from the area allows them
to inform both local and city-wide strategic initiatives.
Through its involvement in city wide partnerships
such as MVAP, CHAC has been able to benefit from
both receiving strategic information and have a wider
influence than it could achieve alone, particularly on
the advice sector.

Councillor Hassan, Manchester City Council
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‘Having the time to deliver the service, run your organisation and have that advocacy /
partnership role is a huge, huge challenge for every single voluntary group.’
Strategic Lead – North, The Neighbourhoods Service, Manchester City Council

Karen’s story
I have needed help with everything and CHAC
are the only people that have helped me.
Other organisations have refused me help.
I have dyslexia for both words and numbers and
I get them mixed up, so forms are really difficulty
for me. I have trouble reading. Previously my
partner has filled in forms for me but now I’m
on my own. I moved to this area about 3 years
ago and CHAC have helped me the whole time.
I’ve had problems with my benefits, my housing
and my bills. I come for help every few weeks.

CHAC explain things to me really carefully
and I can trust them. They have helped
get my money back (including back pay)
I have felt paranoid and that everyone was
against me. It seemed like everyone knew my
business. CHAC was the only place that felt
safe. I’ve been under the hospital for years for
health issues that I have and I’m on medication
for depression. CHAC explain things to me
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really carefully and I can trust them. They have
helped get my money back (including back
pay) after my benefits were stopped for no
reason, and to get my housing sorted. I would
have been on the streets without that help.
Recently I’ve had problems with my electricity
bill. I didn’t realise about sending in the meter
readings so the supplier was estimating the bills.
They sent me a bill for £2,832 – for a small one
bedroom flat! They were constantly sending me
threatening emails and leaving phone messages.
I was really panicking and stopped paying the
electricity bills. CHAC took up my case with the
energy supplier – it took months for them even
to send out someone to read the meter. I recently
got my updated bill and my account is actually
in credit by £53. CHAC have shown me how to
read the meter so I feel more able to do things
myself. And they have helped me change to a
new supplier who I hope will treat me properly.
CHAC are absolutely essential to helping
to sort my particular problems.
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Findings about CHAC operations
Demand

Spectrum of complexity of work

The demand for CHAC services is massive and
potentially overwhelming. There are systems in place
to try to manage demand: a limited number of people
can be seen at each drop-in; and appointments
are only given for a short period of time ahead.

The work carried out by CHAC varies according to
people’s needs, from complex and multifaceted to
low level and straightforward. Clients with more
complex cases often come at times of additional
need or crisis, such as a change in their health or
employment status or a problem with benefits,
as can be seen in this report’s case stories.

Very often the drop-in queue is 2-3 times longer
than the number of people who can be seen. Clients
described arriving at the queue two hours prior to the
opening time (whatever the weather) to ensure they
can get in. And clients will phone the Centre or turn up
when there aren’t drop-ins as a way of trying to bypass
the queues. One person described people they know
having given up on CHAC as a place to go because of
the difficulty of getting in, and they are using services
that charge (even though their income is low).
Although the Centre is mainly for the local area,
only 63% of clients are from the immediate local
area. A lack of face to face advice services elsewhere
means that people travel from other parts of
the city. This adds to the demand on CHAC.
Staff, volunteers, clients and external stakeholders
unanimously say that more advisors and more space
are needed.

The complex case work carried out by paid staff
(under the Reaching Communities funding) is highly
specialised and needs care and attention to detail.
Cases are affected by local and national policies and
practices on a wide range of social issues, including
immigration, benefits, housing, taxes – and currently
Brexit. The external environment for advice work
is complicated, challenging and at times appears
arbitrary. Clients’ mistakes are punished with fines
or removal/refusal of benefits or applications. It is
apparent that for many people, the system is so
difficult that this client group would be unable to
achieve success without face to face help. Clients
and staff described external agencies – such as
solicitors – charging vulnerable people (who have
little funding) considerable sums for this help.

‘We really do try to keep our standards
high. We don’t say ‘Let’s just see as
many people as we can.’ We want to do it
properly or not do it - we don’t want to short
change people. And that’s where a lot of the
strain comes in, because you think ‘Yes but
all the other people need to see us too.’

‘With austerity for the past ten
years, the demand is increasing all
the time. And Universal Credit isn’t fully
introduced yet. There are food banks and
other things. People are really struggling
at the moment. CHAC need a bigger
building to provide more service.’

Staff member

Councillor Hassan, Manchester City Council

‘The system has become so complicated. Even government agencies themselves are making
mistakes. When you ring their call centre – Dept of Work and Pensions, HMRC - they have
no idea what you’re talking about. Sometimes you have to tell them basic things that apply, for
example for Europeans who are exercising their rights to be here.’

‘The combination of workers in
the team is important – specialist
welfare benefits, immigration, language.
They are all advising each other on
how to get the best outcomes.’
Staff member

‘Face to face work really pays off
because people can make themselves
understood and can understand us
fully. We can talk about something as
much as we need to talk about it until
they’ve grasped what’s happening.’
Staff member

‘It can be a bit thankless, you write
in and are told ‘No’. You write again
and are told ‘No’. We can do a perfectly
good claim that’s refused because they’ve
got it wrong. We have to go back for
re-consideration, then a tribunal – and
then they get the right decision. It’s
uphill all the way. Unfortunately this is
common. It can take a really long time.’
Staff member

The straightforward work often involves people
bringing letters that they don’t understand – mainly
due to language barriers, but also due to lack of
confidence and/or health issues. The letters may not
need action or only need a simple response but,
without someone’s help, the person may become
distressed by not knowing what to do and issues
can escalate. CHAC’s triage system is set up to try
to have these issues resolved by volunteers.

Staff member

‘It’s a diverse and deprived area. The
language barrier is one thing. Also
for elderly people they can’t phone or fill
forms out. They might get bills through
the post. Sometimes it’s just a notification
of work being carried out in the area. They
have to go to the Centre. CHAC provides
multi-lingual support to the community.’
Councillor Hassan, Manchester City Council

‘People are coming in at an early
stage because they don’t understand
letters – e.g. council tax. They are taking
the right action at the right time. It’s
preventative work and helping to stop a
huge problem further down the line which
could take a lot of resources and cause loads
of stress, particularly for eviction or debt.’
Staff member

Repeat visits
Whether a client’s needs are complex or
straightforward, clients may make repeat visits to
CHAC when they need to. This is due to a combination
of factors including: the complexity of statutory
systems; application systems being moved online
– lack of computing skills; lack of language skills;
lack of confidence to tackle problems alone.

‘There’s a movement to say that advice
centres are failing if people come back.
The environment we’re in at the moment
where things are always upending – people
are getting evicted for no reason; peoples’
Universal Credit is going into sanction;
people are losing their jobs through no
fault of their own. The need for a number
of pieces of advice is growing. People come
back because they trust us to do that.’
Staff member
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Key learning from the evaluation

Value added

Staff

CHAC’s overall service has several funding sources
which finance different components of the work.
These elements overall work well together and
would be less effective if one element were
missing. In particular, to have the volunteers
working alongside paid advisors in welfare benefits,
immigration and debt advisors is doubly beneficial.
Paid advisors carry out complex cases that many
volunteers would be unable to do. Volunteers
carry out the straightforward cases and time is
not used up on these by the paid advisors.

Staff care deeply for their clients and described
the stress and difficulty of: client cases; trying
to meet demand whilst knowing that they are
turning people away; the challenge of political
changes which affect welfare provision and
therefore the needs for advice provision.

‘The advice provided is very high quality.
The volunteers are also well trained.’
Councillor Hassan, Manchester City Council

Volunteers learn about complex cases from talking
to and observing the paid advisors. They then
understand how the different elements work and
can fit together, for example immigration, housing
and benefits. This helps to train and retain wellinformed volunteers. The MVAP evaluation found
that well trained and experienced volunteers are
a resource to develop the local advice sector.

Community language skills
Providing services in a range of community
languages is vital in matching the diversity of the
local community. Some staff and volunteers are
able to speak and translate multiple languages.

‘We see a lot of people whose first
language isn’t English and they’re
going to struggle on the phone and they
don’t manage very well online’.

‘People feel we’re part of the community,
we’re on their side and we’re going
to do our best for them. Rather than an
anonymous institution you might go to.’
Staff member

Staff and volunteers talked about one long term
member of staff being particularly well respected
and known in the community. This is both a strength
and weakness for the Centre. Its strength is the
admiration and draw of the community and weakness
that clients may depend on this staff member and
that person may have an overly heavy workload.
The additional challenge to this is that people
in the community may also regard volunteers as
being more ‘junior’ to paid staff and be less willing
to accept alternative support from within CHAC.

Staff member

Impact
CHAC is having a positive impact on the people
using its services. This impact is strongest
for increasing financial stability with an
associated improvement in well-being.
CHAC also has an impact on the local area
through its partnership and strategic work
in North Manchester and beyond, which
influences local policy, practice and resources.

Addressing poverty
People supported by CHAC are those with the
factors of poverty described in the Manchester
Family Poverty Strategy (see P4). People are
experiencing issues due to low income, debt,
difficulties with the welfare system and/or
transitional life events. Many people supported
are less able to access their rights and entitlements
– due to language, systems awareness, health
or stress issues - and are at risk of falling into
long term poverty. CHAC is playing a critical
role and is very well skilled and experienced in
supporting people with the key issues they face.

Scope for development
Much of the work of CHAC is reactive to who it is
that comes through the door and to changes in
government policy and practice. Many needs are
individual and this will not change – similar themed
cases will have individual differences. There is scope
for some pro-active work as some themes and
practices requiring less complex work occur regularly
(e.g. reporting on changes, filling in forms online,
applications for the EU Settlement Scheme). Carrying
out proactive work in these areas will develop
peoples’ skills and confidence and so address
some of the repeat visits people make to CHAC.

There are also people who are currently unable
to access CHAC’s services for accessibility reasons
and there is scope to better address their needs.

‘People are scared of forms even if they
can understand them. It’s a long term
process to support them to be confident.’
Staff member

Evaluation
Evaluation practice is not well developed at
CHAC, other than collecting financial outcomes
for clients. Staff prioritise client work which is
common and understandable when demand
is so high. In addition, there have been two
changes in the Centre’s manger during the
period of the Reaching Communities funding.
The impact of wider life changes for clients –
especially due to reduction in stress and anxiety
- has been partly demonstrated and further
impact is likely to be occurring which has not
been measured. The value of evaluation could
be better recognised across the organisation.

Staff support
The work and demand of CHAC has an
emotional and intellectual impact on staff
and volunteers. The impact of this on staff is
tangible and potentially could lead to long
term stress and overload. Staff support is
vital and supervision systems are in place.

CHAC is having an impact on the people using its
services. This impact is strongest for increasing financial
stability with an associated improvement in well-being.
’There are 120 languages in Cheetham Hill. Providing a service in other languages is core.’
Health Development Coordinator, GP Federation
22
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Developments
Service developments
There is scope for service developments as follows:
•	Proactive work to facilitate people
to do things themselves by building
knowledge, skills and autonomy
-	Guided advice. Help people to see how to carry
out the work for themselves as the case progresses
-	Training in common terminology for small groups
e.g. for council tax, asylum seekers – could do in a
group. Offered from alternative, hired premises.
•	Referrals - refer more people to widely available
on-line and phone services such as Citizens
Advice Manchester, Shelter and Step Change.
This would ensure that people who are able to
access other complementary advice provision
are aware of it, and use CHAC resources for
people who really need face to face advice.

• Targeted work for:
-	People who can’t queue - those with
disabilities, people fleeing violence,
people with trauma/anxiety.
-	Parents of families with large numbers of children
•	Providing services at the premises of other
organisations where there is a demand for
advice work
There is demand, both from people needing
services and the local strategic arena, for CHAC
to operate from larger premises, possibly colocated with other complementary services.
This would require further investigation
and considerable investment.

Staff development

Gabina’s story
I have had a lot of help from CHAC over the
past couple of years. I have five children and
two of them have additional needs.
I mainly come for help with the Personal
Independence Payment (PIP) forms for
my children and housing benefits. It’s
quite useful as some letters or words are
confusing and long and I need advice.
The people here are friendly and know what
you need. They get to the point and get on
with things. It’s convenient as I live down the
road. Otherwise I’d have to go into the city
centre. I mainly see the same person here but
all the others are understanding if I need to
see someone else. A lot of the work is done
on the computer and they give you a copy.
Without the help from CHAC, I don’t think I
would have got the payments I do. I had a lot of
problems with housing benefits - letters were
going backwards and forwards. There were so
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many questions I couldn’t have answered on
my own. The Housing Benefit department has
accepted my application now. It’s reassuring for
me as I don’t have the worry of losing the house
or getting into more debts on the rent. And my
children benefit from having the PIP payments.
It gives a bit of security. In total, CHAC have
helped me to get benefits of £12,315 a year.

I can focus on me more. I’ve got more
time because I’m not taking it up with
worrying or trying to fill in forms
I’m more at ease now and less anxious, so I can
concentrate on other things. I have poor health and
have hospital appointments – I can focus on me
more. I’ve got more time because I’m not taking
it up with worrying or trying to fill in forms. At the
moment I’m running around after the kids and
they’re happier that I’m there all the time with them.
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In order to manage the impact of the work,
it is important that staff make good use of
supervision and peer support. There could
be additional emotional support put in
place should this be desired – e.g. monthly
facilitated session – which has been seen to
work to good effect in other organisations.
The volunteer role could be developed for
very experienced volunteers to carry out more
complex work. This would help with succession
planning and the sharing of skills, experience
and workload across the organisations.

Evaluation
The evaluation system needs to be developed so
that it is more able to evidence the core work and
impact of the organisation. This would include
having better outcomes and indicator monitoring
and linking these to longer term impact, as well as
collecting baseline data about clients. The system
does not need to be particularly more complex
but rather more comprehensive in its scope.
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Conclusion
The evaluation has gained views from people using the advice services of the Cheetham
Hill Advice Centre, from staff and volunteers and from external stakeholders. Poverty and
deprivation in the area are high and CHAC is exceptionally well placed to respond to this
and improve the lives of local people.
It is clear that the organisation is having a strong impact
on people receiving advice as well playing a key role in
North Manchester and the local strategic arena.
The main Reaching Communities funded
outcomes that CHAC achieves are:
L ocal people
on low incomes
will increase
or maintain
their economic
well-being

 eople receiving
P
advice will achieve
an increase in
well-being

These two outcomes are being met and are having an
impact. They are closely related as increasing people’s
money reduces their stress and anxiety.
CHAC is also achieving an impact on the wider strategic
arena through its involvement with local agencies in
the public, voluntary and business sectors, as well as
through its participation in city-wide partnerships and
strategies. CHAC is operating in an environment where
demand far outstrips its capacity. People who receive
services have factors which indicate poverty, which staff
are experienced and skilled at addressing. A lack of face
to face advice services means that CHAC is responding
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to demand from people in the local area as well as
from further away across Manchester. CHAC provides
advice services across a spectrum of complexity –
from very complex to very straightforward. It is able
to provide services in about twenty languages, which
is vital in the diverse area it serves. Volunteers have
complementary roles alongside the specialist advice
workers, and the impact of the demand and complexity
of the work on staff and volunteers is tangible.
Much of the face to face work of the Centre is
individual and reactive. There is scope for the
service to carry out some pro-active work to
support people to do things themselves, as well
to target specific groups of potential clients who
have additional needs especially for accessibility.
Developments have also been identified to the
evaluation work and use of staff support structures of
the organisation. These will help to build its capacity to
plan and deliver its work.
CHAC is providing a vital service to people
and plays an important role both in helping
people to overcome difficulties and in
influencing developments in the wider
strategic arena.
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Cheetham Hill Advice Centre is an independent advice
charity working with people across Manchester and
predominantly in Cheetham, Crumpsall and North
Manchester.
We work with the local community through providing
an advice service, training volunteers and partnership
initiatives as well as developing the opportunity for
voluntary sector, public sector and businesses to improve
the lives of local people.
If you’d like to find out more about Cheetham Hill
Advice Centre or get involved please get in touch.

Cheetham Hill Advice Centre
1-3 Morrowfield Avenue
Cheetham Hill
Manchester
M8 9AR
0161 740 8999
office@cheethamadvice.org.uk
cheethamadvice.org.uk
Registered charity number: 1136328
Registered company number: 7253445

