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The four types of service 
 
In each outreach model, services 
are delivered by a ócoreô  
sub-postmaster, usually based in a 
nearby commercial branch: 
 
Home service: Consumers in a 
small community with low demand 
order products directly from the 
nearby ócoreô post office (by phone 
or internet.) These products are 
delivered either directly to 
consumerôs homes or to an agreed 
meeting point. 
 
Hosted service: the ócoreô  
sub-postmaster visits premises to 
provide the full range of post office 
services in a óhostô site, for 
example a shop, church, village, 
hall or petrol station. 
 
Partner service: in this model, the 
ócoreô post office works with a third 
party to provide post office 
services from their premises, 
typically a village store. 
 
Mobile service: the ócoreô post 
office service delivers post office 
services to a number of 
communities by mobile van. 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 

In spring 2007, the Government announced that it 
would close up to 2,500 post offices. The effect of 
500 of these closures would be mitigated by the 
introduction of part-time replacements, known  
as outreaches.  
 
Consumer Focus has produced this report, building 
upon research conducted by its predecessor body 
Postwatch, to examine the introduction of the new 
outreach facilities. The research explores initial 
consumer satisfaction with outreaches and identifies 
initial recommendations to improve the  
outreach proposition for consumers. 
 
Post Office Ltdôs (POLôs) decision to provide an 
outreach service to communities is based on a 
number of factors, including location, demand and 
levels of existing service. There are four service 
formats ï home, hosted, partner and mobile. Most 
outreach services provide the full range of post office 
services, with some exceptions.  
 
Consumer Focus recognises that outreach post 
offices can be effective ways of ensuring consumers 
in remote areas continue to access post office 
services locally. Small communities value their local 
post office socially and economically. Each outreach 
is designed around consumer needs, giving individual 
consumers and small businesses access to key post 
office services in areas otherwise unable to sustain 
fixed post offices. POL tells us that outreach services 
represent a more viable and cost effective means to 
provide consumers in such areas with access to a range 
of post office services. 
 
Research for this project confirms the value of outreach services. 
Consumers told us that although they would have preferred not to have lost 
their fixed post office, they were pleased that their community retained 
access to key services.  
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Many said that while they ideally would like the outreach service to offer 
longer opening hours, retaining an outreach service was far preferable to 
losing post office services altogether. In many cases we found that the 
outreach service plays a critical social and economic role.  
 
Nevertheless, the research identifies a number of areas in which the 
outreach service could be improved. Our recommendations should be 
acted on in conjunction with the findings of POLôs 12-month reviews of 
outreaches, due to be undertaken later this year.   
 
This report builds on the findings of similar research undertaken three years 
ago, which led to the publication of Postwatchôs Rural Pilot Activity report 
2005. Postwatch also undertook consumer satisfaction research in areas 
where outreach services were piloted from 2005 onwards. This research 
found that consumers had adapted well to using outreach services. For the 
most part outreaches were operating successfully. However, we made a 
number of recommendations around the promotion, reliability and 
robustness of outreach services. We pick up on these findings throughout 
this report.  

Consumer Focus has inherited Postwatchôs statutory responsibilities to 
monitor the number and location of post offices, including outreach 
services. We will therefore undertake further research in the coming months 
to inform our understanding of how effectively outreach services meet 
consumersô need and to push for improvements to the service models 
where required. 
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Background 
 

Post Office Ltd (POL) introduced outreach post offices in 
2004 as part of its rural pilot programme. These outlets were 
introduced in order to test new ways of delivering post office 
services to rural areas1. The announcement also implied that 
the new services would be important in their decision on the 
long-term future of the rural network. 
 

POL undertook initial research into the effectiveness of the 
service, publishing its report in 2005. The research confirmed 
that while outreach services are still loss-making operations, 
they are more cost effective at providing a post office service 
than a conventional fixed counter service.   
 

The report also detailed the initial responses of consumers in 
areas where outreach services were introduced. The majority 
of consumers (67 per cent) said they were satisfied with the 
service. Subsequent activity found that consumer satisfaction 
with outreach services increased over time. The research 
found that on average outreaches in place for over a year 
had satisfaction levels of over 97 per cent. The pilot period 
also enabled POL to iron out early technological failures and 
other teething problems. This meant that by the end of the 
trial period POL was able to report that the outreach model 
was sufficiently robust for a wider roll out.   
 

In 2007 the Government announced that a further 500 
outreaches would be set up to mitigate the impact of the 
nationwide programme of 2,500 managed closures. Each of 
the 500 outreaches would take one of four formats: home 
service, hosted service, partner service or mobile service. 
The needs and characteristics of each individual community 
would be taken into consideration when deciding on the most 
suitable outreach service type to introduce. Each proposal 
would be subject to public consultation, with the consultation 
covering the locations, formats and opening times of the 
proposed services. 
 

Postwatch undertook its own research into the effectiveness 
of outreach post offices in 2005. This research looked in 
detail at a number of the pilot services to assess how 
consumers had adapted to using outreach services. It also 
looked to determine from a consumer perspective whether 
the service models were sufficiently robust to be rolled out to 
additional locations.  
 

                                                           
1
 Department of Trade and industry, óHewitt announces 
Ã300 million package for rural post officesô 16 September 
2004 accessed 01 February 2009 at 
http://nds.coi.gov.uk/environment/fullDetail.asp?ReleaseI
D=129734&NewsAreaID=2&NavigatedFromDepartment=
True 
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The research found that consumers 
were pleased to have retained 
access to post office services, but 
that reduced opening hours in 
some locations meant that some 
consumers had been required to 
change their visiting habits.  
 
Postwatch undertook further 
research in January 2007 to 
assess consumer awareness of, 
and satisfaction with, the outreach 
services. The research identified 
that in some locations, consumer 
awareness of the outreach service 
was low, with only 75 per cent of 
respondents aware that an 
outreach service operated in their 
village. The research therefore 
recommended that POL should 
develop a clear marketing and 
awareness-raising campaign in the 
event of a future roll out.   
 
The research also highlighted the 
need for outreach proposals to be 
subject to effective public 
consultation, such that consumers 
were aware of the proposed 
services and could contribute to 

ensuring that the proposed location, 
hours of service and product range would 

meet their needs. Effective community buy-in was found to be a critical 
factor in building well-used and consequently viable outreach services.  
 


