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User research plan



Research goals

● To understand what information Nacro actually need to make an assessment 

for a CAS2 placement

● To understand the difference between the CAS2 process in public and private 

prisons

● To learn more about how referrers collect current and historic offence 

information

● To learn more about the usefulness of the ‘prison information’ section

● To learn more about how CAS2 areas are selected for an applicant

● To validate more designs for different sections of the form

● To validate designs from the perspective of users with access needs



Research participants

Because our research goals are wide, we need to speak to a range of people 

including: 

● Nacro assessors and managers

● Referrers (POMs, POM Admins, HDC Clerks, Case Admins)

● Referrers working in private prisons

From speaking to these people with different research activities, we should be 

able to answer our questions



Research activities

Goal: To understand what information Nacro actually need to make an 

assessment for a CAS2 placement

We have previously discussed Health, Risk to self and RoSH questions with 

Nacro; however, we still need to understand the need for the information from 

the other questions in the form. 

We will conduct a workshop with Nacro to openly discuss the need for 

information in each section of the form.



Research activities

Goal: To understand the difference between the CAS2 process in public and 

private prisons

We will conduct user interviews and journey mapping sessions with people 

who work in private prisons to understand how the CAS2 process differs. 

Ideally we need to speak to 5 people from different prisons.



Research activities

Goals: 

➢ To learn more about how referrers collect current and historic offence information
➢ To learn more about the usefulness of the ‘prison information’ section

Before we can design pages, we need to learn how referrers currently answer these questions on the 

paper form. The current and historical offence information is a large part of the form yet we don’t 

know much about it.

We previously tested with the prison information page but we received mixed feedback, we need 

further clarification from referrers (and Nacro) about how this is currently done. 

We will conduct an observation session with referrers to see how they currently fill in this 

information into the paper form.



Research activities

Goal: To learn more about how CAS2 areas are selected for an applicant

We need to further understand how this part of the process works. We 

previously asked about the journey however we need to know which specific 

details of how this works so we can design a page. 

We need to ask through email HDC Clerks, Case Admins and POMs about the 

finer details of this part of the process. 



Research activities

Goal: To validate more designs for different sections of the form

The design team will be working on iterations for parts of the form. We will test 

this prototype with referrers. 

Rather than testing a prototype end to end, we will concentrate on question 

sections of the form, so that referrers can give us focused feedback on the 

questions themselves and process rather than usability.



Research activities

Goal: To validate designs from the perspective of users with access needs

We have only tested with a small number of users with access needs and 

continue to recruit people. However, we need to test with a wider range of 

access needs as it can be limited when testing with real people. 

We will conduct cognitive walkthroughs with different user personas with 

access needs. This is so we can test a wider range of access needs.



Research goals

● To understand how Nacro operate support lines

● To understand how Nacro and HMPPS communicate about CAS-2 referrals

○ What do referrers phone/email Nacro about?

○ How do Nacro measure volumes of these calls?

● To understand Nacro’s knowledge base

○ What does the team use to help answer questions?



Findings and insights



How do prison staff capture CAS-2 area preferences?
CAS2 area check can happen in two ways. Admin staff at the beginning of the process when they are confirming with the 

applicant that they would like to go ahead with CAS2 or with the POM at the interview stage when they are gathering other 

information at the same time. This process will depend prison to prison. Here is a map explaining the process.

With admin staff - 12 weeks before an applicant is released on HDC, they are sent a 'HDC form' to complete. If someone needs 

accommodation when they are released on HDC, a case admin or HDC clerk will first check with a COM to see which areas are 

suitable for the applicant to live in, then they will send the applicant a form with areas Nacro provide accommodation in. There is 

no standard form admin staff send to the applicants, each prison has mocked up their own to send to people, for an easier way to 

capture this information. Once an applicant has selected their areas, it is checked again by the COM.

With POMs - Once the applicant has consented to continue the CAS2 process, the POM will fill in information into the referral 

form. The POM will also interview the applicant, this is when the preferred areas are captured. They don’t always use a ‘list’ of 

places, they just capture areas the applicant wants to go so Nacro can find the closest place possible. Usually the POM will suggest 

some places which would be suitable for an applicant. For example, where someone has connections (new job, family and friends); 

someone’s last known address; where someone can visit their probation officer; or places where the COM has suggested when 

making their pre-checks on areas. Only occasionally will applicants want to go to a different area to where is suggested, so a COM 

will need to do further checks on this new area suggested and request a transfer for a new probation officer in the area.

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVN8fPe-0=/?moveToWidget=3458764575009855751&cot=14
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WiWNbIdpne__l3qMTUsL9a3_GEZ2Yyj8/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=107869734655287137248&rtpof=true&sd=true


What does Nacro need to make an informed decision 
about a referral?
We ran our workshop with Nacro to go through each part of the form and get rationale 
for the information being provided. Our main findings were that most of the 
information gathered is to either assess the applicant’s risk or to build a picture to see 
which accommodation is the most suitable for the person. Most information gathered is 
relevant for assessing an applicant for CAS2. 

Other information like offence information was to understand how to protect the 
applicant and any victims. And information about funding and IDs is to support the 
applicant when they come into the accommodation, so the applicant can claim benefits to 
pay for the rent.

Here is a link to the miro board to see more detail

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVN9Ey13Y=/


Are private prisons run differently to public prisons?

We spoke to a private prison referrer and asked about the different roles in the 

prison. Case admins are in a supportive role and POMs take responsibility for 

filling in the referral form, just like in public prisons. 

We also took them through our journey map and they confirmed that this is the 

same process in private prisons as well.

The process will always be slightly different prison to prison but there are no 

substantial differences.

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVN8fPe-0=/?moveToWidget=3458764575009855746&cot=14


How do Nacro operate their support lines?

We contacted two referral managers via email about these questions we had 

around Nacro’s support lines. 

To summarise, referrers contact Nacro via phone or email and Nacro log this onto 

OpenHousing. They contact Nacro for a number of reasons including: discussing 

eligibility, appeals, responding to information requests and seeing property 

availability. Nacro assessors answer phone calls from the referral hub (during 

working hours) and answer their questions from their experience or ask assistance 

from managers if they are unable to answer a question.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Y4BepdWK8r1Z8vEFGsh8sH2wxcNbmSF66e2jde6wKXI/edit?usp=sharing


Usability testing - round 1



Area section

When asking participants what local 
connection means, most could explain what it 
meant. If they couldn’t, they saw the reasons 
on the area selection boxes and understood 
what it was. Because we have the reasons, we 
don’t need this content. Also, all participants 
skipped over this content and did not click the 
link.

Most participants skipped over this content. 
One participant mentioned that POMs would 
need to think about exclusion zones and 
restraining orders when filling this page, but 
did not notice this content.

We need to add the reason ‘[Name] has 
secured full or part-time work in the area’ to 
match the content above.

All participants agreed that having only CAS2 properties 
listed rather than all town and cities is better because 
referrers will be able to see which properties CAS2 has 
and suggest areas to the applicant. We should be specific 
with: 
Property locations (so referrers know where they are in 
the country, maybe including town, city, county)
If it’s a male/female property (so referrers can choose the 
correct options depending on the applicant)

This may mean that having a dropdown selection will be 
better as referrers need to see all the properties available 
with CAS2. When we asked participants about the two 
different options, there was an even split.

Although we listed all the reasons for someone having a local 
connection, participants found this ‘other’ category useful. The 
reasons they mentioned that could be in this category were: 
Someone wanting a fresh start (and away from people they 
know), knowing the area or they visited the area and liked it.

We need to find out if this is useful information for Nacro to 
know. Is it valuable for them to know the reason for an area 
selected? 

A participant mentioned that they would want to add more 
information if the reason selected was about healthcare needs. 
Does Nacro need to know about this or is it captured in the 
health needs section?

We should also have another question about area if 
an applicant ideally wanted to live somewhere else. 
This is to capture data around potential areas where 
Nacro could have properties. Nacro has said this 
would be useful to collect.

A participant asked if we should include 
friends in the family reason option. 



Health section

A participant mentioned that they also contact 
the ‘Adult Social Care’ team when answering 
questions about living needs.

All participants agreed that having these 
questions available to copy and paste into emails 
was a great idea and would save them time. They 
were able to intuitively understand this concept 
and click the button to copy the text. 

“That’s really good to be able to copy and paste 
that” - P1, Prison Offender Manager

We will need to do some work on which 
questions go to which teams. E.g. The last three 
questions in ‘Physical heath’ would go to the 
Adult Social Care team rather than the 
Healthcare team.



Health section

Should these sections be re-organised to 
match which teams they are sent to?

We learned that:
Brain injury, other health and physical health 
questions are sent to the healthcare team

Some questions in physical health are sent to 
the adult social care team

Learning difficulties and neurodiversity 
questions are sent to the neurodiversity lead

Mental health questions are sent to mental 
health team

Substance misuse questions are sent to the 
substance misuse team

To the participants we spoke with, the 
questions made sense in these categories. We 
should organise the questions to be sent on the 
guidance page rather than re-organising 
sections.

All of the questions made sense to the 
participants. However, some seemed confused 
as they said they would not know how to 
answer them as they are not health 
professionals. 

We should make it more clear to them that 
this section is about gathering information 
from different teams rather than getting their 
perspective of the questions. 

A few participants were confused at first 
when looking at the substance misuse 
section. They were asking questions like: 

“Do I include general medications here?” 

“What counts as substance misuse?”

“Is this when they were out of prison or 
whilst in custody?” 

We could add more guidance around why 
we are asking for this information and what 
the sections mean exactly. 



Health section

All of the participants agreed that this design was better. This is because they 
could click no instead of writing ‘not applicable’ in the answer boxes. They 
also said it was easier and less overwhelming to look at, so they were able to 
scan all of the questions.



Status design

All of the participants agreed that this design was better. This is because they found it more clear, it was also more 
important to understand which sections had not been completed rather than which ones that had been started.

There was also a suggestion to also show which sections had been complete. The user’s mental model shows that it is 
important to see what is complete and what isn’t. So these statuses would be helpful and users would be satisfied once a 
section was completed.



A few participants mentioned that being able to track 
an application would be useful

In this round of research, we spoke to POMs, a CA and a OMU manager. The 

CA and OMU manager sit outside of the main process and support with 

applications rather than completing them. 

So they said it would benefit them if they were able to track the status of an 

application rather than chasing Nacro for a response. They said it sometimes takes 

weeks to find out the result. We should set their expectations on the service with 

how long this usually takes and provide a status update.



Some participants mentioned a collaboration feature 
without prompt

When participants looked at the health needs section, they mentioned that it 

might be useful if those relevant teams were able to access the service and answer 

the questions themselves rather than the POM contacting them and copying the 

answers across from their emails. 

We were not testing the collaboration feature in this round. But it does show that 

this feature may be useful in the future if healthcare teams were able to access the 

service and complete their part, not just internal HMPPS staff members.



Some participants asked how they would be able to 
access the service

Several participants asked how they would be able to access the service once it’s 

live. They said it would be good to access it through the DPS service.

“It looks very similar to the other services on there. It would be good to have it 

there” - P1, Prison Offender Manager



How did participants answer the question: “What 
would you change about the CAS-2 process?”

Changing how spent and unspent convictions were collected. “It is a laborious 

process trying to separate this” - P1, Prison Offender Manager

Seeing the status of an application. “It would be useful to see this on the service rather 

than chasing Nacro, it can be hard to chase them for an answer, they only respond when 

there’s an offer or when they need more information” - P6, Case Administrator

Changing the format of the form. “It’s more about how the form works rather than 

process. Sometimes the PDF doesn’t save, tick the right boxes or format correctly. I spent 

more time doing that than actually filling it in. It’s quite irritating”  - P3, Prison Offender 

Manager



Usability testing - round 2



Offence history page

At first, participants questioned where the offences came from but 
usually asked “Are these manually inputted or from a system?” 
They understood that they were manually inputted once they saw 
the ‘add previous offence’ button. Most found that this page was 
clear and they could easily add previous offences. Although they 
would have preferred an automated import of information, 
participants still found this more clear and easier to add to rather 
than the paper form.

More of the discussion was about calculating spent and unspent 
convictions, as this is the laborious part of the process. 

“It can take me up to 30 minutes to calculate these” - P1, Prison 
Offender Manager

“This is one of the worst parts of the form” - P3, Prison Offender 
Manager (speaking about the paper referral form)

One participant asked whether we even needed to 
include the offence details part. Another participant asked 
what needed to be included in the offence details. We 
should ask Nacro what is actually needed in this part 
so POMs can write the correct information to be 
included. We would need to state this to POMs through 
hint text guidance.

Participants found the colour coded offences useful as 
they were able to easily identify the different types. This 
also helps them when they need to describe a pattern of 
behaviour in the descriptions or when filling out different 
parts of the form. 

One participant mentioned that they ‘group’ offences together 
and put them on the paper form. She also asked whether she 
could do that on here. Grouping offences would make 
sense as Nacro are looking for a pattern of behaviour 
rather than when offences happened. This would also be 
easier for referrers as they could look on the Pre-cons (which 
groups them already) and copy it from there. This would also 
cut down the time to input the offences.



Offence history page - design variations

2 participants preferred this design as sometimes the 
offence details can be long, so if they were hidden it 
would be easier to scan the page. 

However, they liked the information about sentencing 
date and length being at the top from this design.



Confirm consent page

All participants understood and liked this 
page. They found it clear and read through 
all the content and knew what was needed 
from them. They also pointed out that 
gaining verbal consent was a better approach 
and would cut out a lot of work for them. 

Participants understood that this content was aimed at 
‘Terry’ so that he understands what he is consenting to. 
All participants agreed that this was the ‘right amount’ of 
content to include.

Participants intuitively answered the question. They said 
in their experience that not many people have refused 
consent as it stops the application, and the applicants 
usually understand that. Participants also explained that 
applicants usually sign without asking many questions 
anyway, so a lot of guidance is not needed.



Applicant interview checklist

All participants understood the purpose of 
this page. Currently, POMs either print off 
the entire form and collect the information 
needed from the applicant or they note down 
what is needed. This checklist allows them to 
print out this one page and collect the 
information they need. And most participants 
said they would use this.

Participants said they wouldn’t ask the questions in this 
order. They said an order like this would make more 
sense:

● Verbal consent
● NI number, ID docs, funding
● Previous address and preferred area
● Phone
● Gender of support worker
● Equality and diversity

A participant mentioned that sometimes health 
information is gathered from the applicant, 
should we include this on this checklist?

Another participant mentioned that not all 
information on this list needs to be gathered from 
the applicant. Should we remove the tasks 
which can be gathered from systems?



We need more guidance as this process is complicated 
for POMs to understand

There has never been guidance for filling out a CAS2 referral form, which could be one of the reasons for 
referral tennis and collecting incorrect information. In our service, we want users to intuitively fill out the 
form but they need to know which information to provide. 

We need to tell users about:

● How to fill in the information around offending history - which offences need to be included, how 
far back the history needs to go, describing/including a ‘pattern of behaviour’, what information 
needs to be captured in ‘offence details’, if they need to include spent convictions which may make 
them high risk for shared accommodation services.

● How to calculate spent and unspent convictions - we also need to reiterate why this is important 
and illegal to disclose spent convictions

● How much they are allowed to disclose to Nacro assessors - what is necessary and what is illegal to 
share about someone?



A participant shared a tool they use to calculate 
spent and unspent convictions

We have previously learned that one of the most exhausting jobs for POMs when 

filling out the referral form is calculating the spent and unspent convictions. This 

is because it is a different calculation for different types of convictions and 

applicants can have a long list of previous offences. 

To help tackle one of these problems, we can use this tool to help other POMs 

with calculations. 

https://check-when-to-disclose-caution-conviction.service.gov.uk/steps/check/kind


Participants use the Nacro weekly email to help 
applicants get into accommodation 

When we asked participants about how they collect the area preference from the 

applicant, they said they sometimes suggest accommodation with spaces. Nacro 

send out a weekly email with accommodation with spaces so POMs can fill those 

spaces and avoid applicants staying in prison.

“I believe it’s more important to get people in spaces rather than them having a 

local connection” - P3, Prison Offender Manager



Nacro weekly email

Information from the top of the email 

Stock list - each county has a listing with 
available accommodations for that week



Some POMs collect information from offenders during 
induction

All prisoners have an induction when they enter prison. The session includes time 

to ask questions, learning about prison rules and guidelines and meeting your 

Prison Offender Manager. In this time, some POMs will collect basic information 

about the person to be used when doing things on their behalf, like the CAS2 

referral form. Some POMs will also collect a signature for their consent about 

sharing health information.

This also means that some POMs don’t conduct interviews with applicants when 

completing the referral form as they already have the information that they need.



All participants said that if they were not sure if a 
conviction was spent or unspent, they would disclose it

When speaking to the POMs about calculating spent and unspent convictions, 

they all agreed it was complex and took a lot of time. Most also agreed that if they 

were not sure about whether a conviction was spent or unspent, they would put it 

into the form anyway, just in case. POMs are not aware that it is illegal for them 

to disclose this information to Nacro, and that is also has implications for Nacro, 

the applicant and themselves.

“If I’m not sure about it [whether a conviction is spent], I would just put it in 

anyway, just to cover my back” - P4, Prison Offender Manager 



Usability testing - round 3



Exclusion zone page

All participants understood this 
question and they were able to provide 
the answers needed, they also knew 
why they would have to provide 
sensitive information to Nacro. One 
participant mentioned that ‘other 
reason’ is a good catch-all as sometimes 
exclusion zones can be for other reasons 
that are not listed here.

All participants agreed that it can be difficult to define an 
exclusion zone as either a town or city or address. 
Depending on the offender, the exclusion zone can be 
small enough to be defined as an address and sometimes 
large enough to be a whole town or city. However, most 
of the time it is an area. This is an example of an exclusion 
zone. We need to think about how we get referrers to 
give accurate enough information about someone’s 
exclusion zone - is it possible to upload the image of 
the exclusion zone instead?

All participants mentioned that this 
question is not needed as exclusion 
zones don’t work like this. Offenders 
only need to stay out of the exclusion 
zone and don’t need to keep a certain 
distance away from it.

We asked participants about whether 
exclusion zones have end dates. Some do 
(like restraining orders) and some don’t. 
Sometimes it’s not provided or it’s not 
necessary. In this case, the SED (Sentence 
End Date) would be the indicator for the 
end of the exclusion zone. 



Applicant information section

When asking participants about what 
this section should be called they said: 
‘Other information’ and ‘Personal 
information’. It was difficult to name 
the section as the questions are varied. 

All participants said that this question made sense. But we 
need to make a few changes to it: 

● We need to have an option for Yes - they have 
a phone but they don’t know the number

● We need to reword the question so it’s clear 
that we’re asking about a phone that is at 
reception, not in the person’s cell



Non-standard licence conditions page

When asking participants about the hint text, they said they 
would not usually get the non-standard licence conditions 
from the HDC Address Checks form. It would either be from 
the COM (via the Case admin) or from the ‘Part C’. Some 
participants also mentioned that they don’t always have the 
non-standard licence conditions at this point in the process, 
they would receive this information once the applicant is 
placed into accommodation. It might be helpful to users if 
we added a ‘Don’t know’ option.

“We don’t know this information at this point. I always write 
‘unknown at this time’ on the paper form” - P2, Prison 
Offender Manager



Risk management arrangement page

Previously when we tested this question, 
all of our participants were confused. 
They said “I wouldn’t know how to 
answer this”. However, we tested this 
new design with participants and they 
understood the question and where to 
get information from.

This content helped participants 
understand that this information 
comes from the COM or from the 
Risk Management plan.



Applicant interview checklist page

Most participants agreed that having both formats of the checklist are 
useful as they can conduct interviews over the phone or in person with 
their laptops. Or they can print it off to conduct interviews. 

“I think it’s helpful, it would help us save time” - P4, Prison Offender 
Manager

“I can imagine regretting not using it” - P4, Prison Offender Manager

“This is useful to have because you can ring for one thing and then 
forget that you need to ask them for other things” - P1, Prison Offender 
Manager

However, one participant did have negative feedback, but it was more 
about the task at hand rather than the design. This participant is under 
a lot of pressure and only does what is absolutely necessary. They 
usually gather information from systems rather than the applicant. 

“I’ve gotten away with not filling in the NI number so far” - P2, Prison 
Offender Manager

“I wouldn’t even touch the diversity part of the form” - P2, Prison 
Offender Manager

Although participants said that they would be able 
to ask the diversity questions without actually 
seeing them, we should make these more specific 
about what we’re asking. This is sensitive 
information and we want POMs to ask these 
questions in the right way. One participant did 
say that they would not be comfortable asking 
these questions anyway. 

Another participant went through the checklist 
and said they wouldn’t know about what specific 
detail we would be asking for with the ‘care 
leaver’ and ‘parental and carer responsibility’ 
questions. 

We should change these to questions so POMs 
are collecting the correct information and 
asking the questions in a sensitive way.



Behaviour notes page

All participants mentioned that they would 
include adjudications in this section. 
However, we know that HMPPS do not 
want to share this information now, so we 
need to make it clear that POMs should 
not be including adjudications in this 
section.

Most participants found this content misleading. 
They thought that they only had to include 
behaviour notes that fit into those categories 
rather than reading them as examples of 
behaviour notes to include. Perhaps we could 
state more examples or explicitly say these are 
examples and there are more that you could 
include. 

In this content, we don’t mention a timeframe 
or about how much information they need to 
include. We should be more explicit about 
this.

Participants were confused about this line asking 
what it meant. We need to change this to say 
something around IEP, as users would understand 
what this means and they could clearly state what 
an applicant’s IEP level is.

Some participants said that they would put all the 
behaviour notes in this box as applicants can have 
hundreds of them. Can we make it easier for 
POMs to enter lots of behaviour notes? 

“I think it would be quite time consuming [to add 
each one manually]” - P2, Prison Offender Manager

Before looking at this page, 
participants could clearly explain 
what a behaviour note was. A few 
mentioned that it could either 
positive or negative. 

However, they saw behaviour notes 
and P-Nomis alerts as separate things. 

“I don’t think it would be linked to a 
Nomis alert most of the time” - P2, 
Prison Offender Manager



When Nacro follow up for information, they should 
involve the COM in the emails

When speaking to POMs about referral tennis, they spoke about their frustrations 

including, how Nacro ask for historical information they would not have 

knowledge of, location of victims and further information that only the COM 

would know. 

This is why the COM should be more involved in the process as this would save 

time for the POM and the Nacro assessor. 

"It's a bit of a chore and a nightmare" - P2, Prison Offender Manager



POMs are aware of what CPPs are, but commonly use 
the term COMs instead

We tested some pages that said CPP instead of COM, as this is the new name for 

their role. We wanted to know if POMs knew this. All participants did, but they 

commonly use COM instead. So we need to decide whether to use the new 

name or use what language the POMs use.

“I’ve never heard of CPP, but I know it’s a COM. It’s the same thing” - P2, Prison 

Offender Manager

“They’re a COM, and we’re a POM” - P2, Prison Offender Manager



Some POMs are hesitant about the area preference 
section not stating where CAS-2 properties are located

We have previously tested the area preference section, showing participant a list or search 
function of all towns and cities. Unprompted, POMs mentioned that it would be helpful 
to have a list of CAS-2 properties so they can recommend areas for applicants to be 
placed in. They also mentioned that this would be helpful for newer POMs. 

When testing the area preference section again showing all towns or cities, some POMs 
did mention this. However, POMs did also mention the weekly email Nacro send which 
shows availability for properties. This helps POMs recommend places to applicants so 
they have a better chance of being placed. So having a generic list is a suitable option 
for the design as POMs have this knowledge about their local area placements and 
other areas from the Nacro email.



User personas




