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In 2015 Shelter Tasmania produced ‘A Tasmanian Consumer Engagement Report’. 
This report documents a consultation process to develop a consumer engagement strategy for the homelessness 
sector in Tasmania. As well as reviewing the literature, consultations were held with people who are or have been 
homeless, with specialist homeless service providers and with those involved in practising consumer engagement 
in a range of sectors. The work was overseen by the peak body, Shelter Tasmania, and conducted by the University 
of Tasmania and the Social Action and Research Centre at Anglicare Tasmania with guidance from a Research 
Reference Group. 

ENGAGEMENT AND PARTICIPATION 
The report highlighted that service providers, government and consumers have an interest in and commitment 
to engaging people who use services, the expertise and knowledge of people who experience homelessness. 
Currently, in Tasmania, people who experience homelessness have few opportunities to participate in the design 
and delivery of the services they use. 

Good practice consumer engagement prioritises relationships and a commitment to act  
on people’s input, and it can improve services and the wellbeing of those involved.  
It challenges the image of marginalised groups as passive recipients of services and instead  
sees them as willing and able to be involved and central to improving the quality of services and  
reducing homelessness. 

It requires building the capacity of both consumers and service providers through relationship building, training 
and support, a flexibility to work in a way which best suits different environments and a focus on the quality of 
engagement rather than the numbers involved. 

The term ‘consumer’ generally means the person or organisation receiving services (Gregory 2007).  
It may also be broadened to include the person’s family members and carers as well as possible future service users 
(TASCOSS 2012a) and previous service users (ACSQHC 2011). Other terms appear in the literature such as ‘service 
user’ and ‘client’. To date in Australia the use of the word ‘consumer’ has been preferred because it situates the service 
user within a paradigm of choice and empowerment about their engagement with services, rather than terms such 
as ‘patient’ or ‘client’ where the service user becomes 
the passive recipient of services. 

LESSONS FROM THE LITERATURE 
Good practice consumer engagement is a process 
which prioritises relationships and a commitment to 
action and reflects varying levels of decision-making 
powers being transferred from provider  
to consumer. 

It can operate at a number of levels – individual, 
service, systems and policy levels.  The level at which  
it operates and the methods used determine the 
resources required in terms of consumer and provider 
capacity building and resourcing. 

A democratic approach to consumer engagement 
challenges the image of marginalized groups as 
disaffiliated and passive recipients of services and 
instead sees them as willing and capable of  
being involved. 
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Developing consumer engagement requires an organisational foundation and a culture of engagement.  
Ideally any structures are dynamic with the flexibility to evolve. 

Well-conducted consumer engagement has a number of benefits in improving services and the wellbeing and 
outcomes of those involved. 

Comprehensive evaluative work about the outcomes of consumer engagement is currently sparse. In June 2016 the 
State Government’s Housing, Disability and Community Services released the draft DHHS Outcomes Framework for 
homelessness services, which will be developed in partnership with the sector. The Outcomes Framework requires 
the sector’s workforce to increase capacity in consumer engagement and working with consumers/clients to 
achieve optimal outcomes.

LESSONS FROM THE HOMELESSNESS SECTOR 
People experiencing homelessness can face individual, group and structural issues which means an additional effort 
is required to engage effectively and appropriately. 

Despite underdevelopment of consumer engagement in the homelessness sector there are examples of a range of 
models used in different settings and of toolkits and guides to support implementation. 

Common approaches include: 
•  Building the capacity of a small group of consumers for numerous roles and high quality engagement; 
•   Establishing an expert resource to support and build the capacity of providers to undertake  

consumer engagement; 
•  Implementing organisation-wide consumer engagement strategies; 
• Building a supportive infrastructure or auspicing by peak or advocacy bodies; 
• Building a commitment to consumer engagement across service sectors and operating at all levels; and 
• Partnership working between consumers and providers to build capacity. 

WHAT NOW?
As part of the Workforce Development Strategy, Shelter Tasmania held the ‘Tasmanian Housing and Homelessness 
Workforce Symposium’ on the 23rd June 2016, which was overseen by the Workforce Development Reference 
Group. The symposium discussed models of consumer collaboration, methods of client feedback and the needs of 
the sector in implementing a consumer-focused approach.

Participants requested the development of resources and ‘how-to’ guides for the workforce.   
These 5 guides developed by the Workforce Development Strategy Resources Advisory Sub-Group will highlight 
excellent work practice in providing support to consumers in the areas of:
1  A Guide to Consumer Engagement for Tasmanian Homelessness Services – Introduction
2 A Guide to Consumer Engagement for Tasmanian Homelessness Services – Why do It?
3 A Guide to Consumer Engagement for Tasmanian Homelessness Services – What to do and who to involve?
4 A Guide to Consumer Engagement for Tasmanian Homelessness Services – Our sector: an overview
5 A Guide to Consumer Engagement for Tasmanian Homelessness Services – Feedback: 
     how to make it part of service delivery

The full A Tasmanian Consumer Engagement Report is available at:  
www.sheltertas.org.au 
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