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Learnings from the Big Society Blueprint pilot
A briefing paper from the National Council for Voluntary Youth Services (NCVYS)

March 2011
1. Introduction
The Big Society Blueprint was a NCVYS pilot in response to the Prime Minister’s launch of Big Society in June 2010. We were specifically interested in raising awareness among NCVYS members about the Big Society and wanted to explore what support is needed by frontline organisations that are focused on meeting young people’s needs, as well as bring organisations together to talk about what the Big Society means at community level.
We supported six community based organisations working directly with young people from disadvantaged communities who interpreted the work they had been doing into the concept of Big Society and who wanted to seize the opportunity to access support from a national organisation because they saw this as an opportunity to dialogue with us about what the Big Society means in practice, on the frontline.

2. Aims of the Big Society Blueprint
The aim of the pilot was to advance the debate on what infrastructure support can do for local community based organisations and contribute to the development of a low-cost model for government’s vision of Big Society.

We wanted to reach seriously disadvantaged young people in society and we used the pilot as an opportunity to reach the following vulnerable groups, who we know from our own membership and our knowledge of the youth sector are young people less likely to come forward to access help and support, often owing to complex multiple needs and perceptions of them as ‘problematic’ -

· Young people from BME/refugee backgrounds

· Young carers

· Young people who have been the victims of violent crime

· Young women facing gender inequalities 

· Young people at risk of falling into the criminal justice system

· Young people in rural communities
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We selected six frontline organisations with the firm conviction that the Big Society should deliver for the most vulnerable in society.

The six groups selected were:
The Baca Project works with male Unaccompanied Asylum Seeker Children (UASCs) who are between 16 and 18 years of age. These young men arrive in the UK from a variety of countries which currently include Afghanistan, Eritrea, Morocco, Libya and Iran and are placed with Baca by the local authority. Through Baca’s Rebuild programme, they provide accommodation, independent living skills and vocational training and help them prepare for their futures.

Get Away Girls provide self development and social education opportunities to the most disadvantaged young women in Leeds. They engage the most hard to reach young women and encourage them to make positive life choices. In particular, they work with BME and refugee young women. Support includes a Young Mum’s Project for people aged 18 – 25, a gun and knife crime project, work to increase cultural cohesion amongst young women and a volunteer programme - many of whom have been a former service user of the Get Away Girls.

CHISEL Kids was set up to enable children and young people to build safer happier communities and to show that through determination, commitment and hard work, young people can achieve their true potential.  CHISEL Kids has two main programs: CHISEL Youth Training Program which offers peer mentoring and educational support to 16 to 24 year olds, and CHISEL Youth Development Programme for 8 to 15 years, to help them resist negative peer pressure, anti social behaviour and crime.  All of the young people that come to CHISEL Kids are from areas of high deprivation, crime and unemployment, and of low educational attainment.  Young people involved in the CHISEL’s work have been both perpetrators of petty crime and victims of violent crime within their communities, however have found direction and motivation through their involvement in CHISEL.

Stockwell Park Community Trust (SPCT) is a localised organisation that is primarily run on voluntary efforts and was created in 1994 by council tenants in response to the Conservative Government’s ‘Right to Manage’.  Their mission is the, ‘relief of poverty, furtherance of education and the pursuit of racial harmony’.  SPCT has been instrumental in the falling crime rate in the ward through joint work with the Safer Neighbourhood Team.  SPCT is not a youth-focused organisation but their work has led to the empowerment of young people by the activities offered at the centre, and the building is largely staffed by people from the estates, in particular young people in their first employment. They operate a seven day a week open door policy for local people with problems, addiction or those simply in need of company.  This enables SPCT to work in a holistic way with everyone in the community, of all ages, backgrounds and needs.

ust For Kids Law works with young people at risk of falling into the criminal justice system. Set up in 2006 JFK Law provides support, advice and representation to young people who find themselves in difficulty. They work on behalf of young people who have nowhere else to turn and offer them legal representation in conjunction with practical and emotional support, the ultimate objective being to harness the potential that each young person has to offer, to enable them to achieve a fuller and happier life.  JFK Law has two programmes; Youth Advocacy and Education and Community Care. Both are in place to divert vulnerable children and young people away from the criminal justice system and help them access mainstream services, such as housing and education. JFK Law works in conjunction with the legal aid firm Lawrence & Co. who employ five staff to provide direct representation to children and young people in the criminal justice system: two solicitors, two barristers and a paralegal.  JFK Law employs 3 full time and two part time members of staff including a Youth Advocate and Education and Community Care Solicitor. Often demands for their services vastly overstretched, with young people needing legal representation from outside of JFK Law’s operating borough of Westminster.

The Arts Partnership has been delivering programmes for young people for 10 years.   Their most successful work has been delivering projects with teenagers; particularly those categorised as hard to reach or with challenging behaviour.  Activities include live music and performance, educational activities on anti knife crime, alcohol misuse, drama workshops and evening diversionary activities with a local residents organisation Astley Village Action aimed at engaging young people and reducing anti social behaviour in particular neighbourhoods. TAP appear on their local strategic partnership, Children’s Trust and Community Safety Partnership Board in targeted neighbourhoods throughout Chorley, Lancashire.


By supporting the six groups, we wanted to explore the issues facing  young people from the following hard to reach communities –

· Young people from BME/refugee backgrounds (Baca Project, CHISEL Kids, SPCT, JFKL)

· Young carers

· Young people who have been the victims of violent crime (CHISEL Kids, SPCT, 

· Young women facing gender inequalities (Get Away Girls, JFKL)

· Young people at risk of falling into the criminal justice system (JFKL, SPCT, CHISEL Kids)

· Young people in rural communities (TAP)
3. Profile of projects we wanted to support
The projects we wanted to support had limited local resources available to them in that they may not have been a member of one of our Council for Voluntary Youth Service or other local infrastructure organisation (such as Council for Voluntary Service) or other local support network.
We therefore sought organisations that were:
· Not supported by local infrastructure organisation; or struggled to access local support

· Working with any one of our six priority areas for young people’s needs

· Willing to be an active participant, sharing knowledge with NCVYS and fellow blueprint projects
We agreed that the six organisations were likely to have one or more of the following features:
· Reliant on volunteers

· Unaware of or not linked with other local provision, e.g. may be a member of a local forum but not actively participating in any representative bodies

· Limited funding and/or precarious funding

· Busy being focused on delivery and meeting need

· We did not necessarily seek ‘youth projects’ but organisations that work with young people within any part of the age range 11-25 years.

For NCVYS, this was an invaluable opportunity to gain insights into the challenges faced by frontline organisations but we kept our ‘ask’ of the groups to a minimum, so that they would not perceive participating in the Blueprint pilot as a burden. The level of commitment we asked for was: engage with us by responding to advice and sharing challenges with us; attend a meeting at NCVYS to share learning with other Blueprint projects and so they could engage in lateral learning; and, to feedback to us about their experiences of working with us in preparation for the feedback day in March.

4. Timeframe and the blueprint offer
We offered free NCVYS membership to the six selected Blueprint organisations for six months, from September 2010. This included –

· Free access to our Policy Bulletin

· Free access to our monthly resource magazine Nectar

· Free hardcopy of our newsletter Exchange

· One visit to their project offering support and advice

· Matching service with a NCVYS member

· Networking opportunities at themed events on Human Resource Management and Young People and Criminal Justice, as well as our AGM & Annual Conference, Speaking Out Conference Young Partners annual award ceremony and Chief Officers networking event

One-to-one support commenced from November with a feedback day in March 2011.

In addition we asked each organisation to undertake a needs assessment to determine the level and type of support they needed from us in order that we could adapt our approach to the organisation.

5. Summary of needs identification
Groups were asked to complete a template based on twelve areas of organisational development that linked to three of NCVYS cross cutting themes; safeguarding, youth participation, diversity amongst others. Groups were asked to describe the process they used to arrive at their three chosen priorities to help us see whether this had been an activity carried out with others within their organisation. In all cases but two, it was clear that this prioritisation had been carried out with service users, volunteers, staff and/or trustees. However two of the organisations had worked in isolation from others to complete the exercise and this may have had some bearing on personal expectations and against that of organisational expectations.

6. Analysis of needs and support
The top ranking support needs identified were -

1. Fundraising - All organisations saw fundraising as the cornerstone of their growth and ability to continue to meet the needs of young people, some of this was not related to funding applications but to raising public profile, for example for Getaway Girls this was about researching influential women from Leeds and Yorkshire to approach to champion the work of Getaway Girls, not to ask for donations

2. Business strategy and development – This was linked to how to become sustainable, trading, full cost recovery, capturing change and measuring impact of outcomes. Four organisations said they would value intensive support specifically in measuring impact; their willingness to demonstrate impact of their activities even with the limited time, knowledge and resources showed that they were aware of the need for impact measurement and that in order to survive, this is a critical area of focus for frontline organisations facing greater competition.

3. Raising public profile – Organisations were passionate and committed to their work and wanted to talk about their work to as many different types of audience as possible and were keen to access and share stories of their work on a national level. One was offered the opportunity to appear on Newsnight and we have disseminated the work of others on our website, in reports, at the London School of Economics and helped to promote one event through our regional networks.

4. Governance and support from trustees – In four of the organisations there was a marked divergence between staff priorities and those laid out by trustees. Representatives from two of the organisations also felt that their trustees were disengaged and wanted to recruit new ones. There was a disjoint between strategic direction and appetite for ‘change’ and in the case of one organisation, under their constitution two thirds of trustees had to be from the place where the project was being delivered, however the levels of literacy were high and this led to lack of support for the Blueprint lead at trustee level.

5. Day to day management versus the demands of frontline delivery – This is a difficult tension for frontline projects to address and a source of pressure for staff and volunteers

7. One to one support offered
It was apparent after our initial meetings with each Blueprint project that a list of actions emerged in relation to their identified support needs. The following provide examples of the wide ranging activities we were able to provide direct support with:

· Making links with businesses; discussion on strategy to approach Yorkshire Forward Ladies

· Review of business plans and providing feedback

· Linking up young people in Blueprint Project with the NCVYS Young Facilitator covering their area

· Informing them about opportunities to volunteer with our national youth forum ENVOY

· Reviewing funding applications

· Providing tips and pointers on dealing with the media

· Specific opportunities for feedback and profile-raising, for example Children’s Rights Alliance England evidence-gathering for a publication to be launched in April 2011 to mark the 20th anniversary of the UK’s ratification of the UNCRC

· Safeguarding advice from other organisations working with specialist groups (in the case of Baca project who required specialist advice from an organisation who works with unaccompanied asylum seeking children)

· Research and advice on different quality marks

· Policies and procedures around volunteering and supervision of volunteers

· Discussion on the NCVYS Community Interest Company (CIC) as a vehicle to enable a successful product to reach new markets, rather than the separate setting up of a CIC

· Signposting to support on ‘reflective practice’ for staff that do not have this available internally

These are some examples of the ways in which we offered one to one support to each Blueprint project. Projects were remarkably self-reliant and retained a sense that the one to one support would reach a point of conclusion, however this is a challenge for organisations whose work is not as clear cut and ‘tidy’ to mark out with milestones. This is because the challenges faced by service users and their multiple needs do not sit easily within tidy confines of demarcated time. 
8. Costs and resources
NCVYS was able to use their OCS Strategic grant towards supporting the Big Society projects and this presented us with an excellent opportunity to innovate, by providing direct support and carry out this function to compliment other infrastructure work we do as an organisation.

The total amount expended on the Blueprint project was £3,000. This mainly comprised staff time (meetings, the bulk of which were direct support to projects) administration (preparation for meetings, arranging train tickets) management support to the pilot, and promotion and publicity. This amounted to 15 days, 10 days of which were used for direct support to organisations. Support time to frontline projects was not allocated on the same basis, in that three chose to access more one to one support than others.
In this way the amount of advice and one to one support given did not divert NCVYS away from core business but rather served to compliment the work we already do, and gave us the added opportunity to support projects directly to gain a deeper understanding of issues facing frontline organisations that seek to deliver the Big Society.
What became apparent was that organisations that were more able to engage in the one to one process reported a more positive experience while those that engaged to a lesser degree, described less well the benefit they had derived from their organisations participation. In this way greater participation and positive experience are closely linked.
If organisations are to enter into a process where they need support, they need to come from the angle of regular dialogue and contact with the organisation offering it. This has not been possible on a regular basis with two of the organisations. For one this was because they faced chaotic demands and pressures of the ‘everyday’ and this took up all their time and focus. For CHISEL Kids this was more about sharp expansion of activity of the organisation, to deliver a peer mentoring project which was part of their intended plan, however the £100 bursary provided by Progress (NCVYS led national partnership programme) entailed administrative work and gathering specific data (such as registration of learners to particular compliances) which they had not anticipated. In this way demands on their capacity had expanded rapidly however this left them overstretched administratively. CHISEL Kids relies very much on one part time worker because the rest of the time the same person works within Richmond Borough Social Services Team.
Expectations, review and their management, played a large role in the Big Society Blueprint. Individuals in blueprint projects who had expectations that were based around tangible agreed actions towards helping to achieve their three named priorities, came away with a greater sense of satisfaction and achievement, than those that had expectations which were based more loosely around their three stated priorities. 
Travel costs formed 15% of the £3,000 and this was for Blueprint projects to attend one meeting at NCVYS and for the project lead to visit 3 Blueprint projects: Not all projects signed up to receiving a visit.
9. Conclusions

The following are the main conclusions we have found as a result of this pilot. For NCVYS, this has shown us lessons in the way in which frontline organisations call upon and access support, and the added value that can be channelled through infrastructure provision. By undertaking this pilot, we have found that:

· Organisations reported that they found networking ‘useful’ and that to network in an environment that was ‘non-competitive’ was a rare opportunity. It is not possible for organisations to network in a way where they can share and disclose their challenges when surrounded by competitors. The simple act of meeting others from different geographical locations meant that there was a more honest and meaningful exchange of ideas.


· The building blocks of Big Society need to be premised on the understanding that frontline organisations require practical and often financial support that will vary widely, according to the organisations’ capacity, contacts, ability to interpret problems as well as come up with methods to address them but to expect them to do this in isolation goes against Big Society ideals.

· Frontline organisations are engaged in service delivery reaching young people on the periphery of society, making enormous achievements with limited support. However, their capacity to deliver the vision of the Big Society to their local communities is strengthened by expert infrastructure support, as described in this pilot.

· Without the support of infrastructure organisations whether national or local, frontline organisations will struggle to find their voice to influence the young people’s agenda and will lose their place to represent young people whose lives they touch on a daily basis.

· Infrastructure organisations need to continue to find ways to support initiatives that can make a difference to the lives of service users and communities who benefit from local service providers.

· Building relationships with frontline projects requires time.

· Clarity over expectations can be achieved when the expectations can be revisited periodically. To do this requires a sufficient period from when support work commences to the evaluation and conclusion of business.

· Blueprint organisations ably and imaginatively described their work in terms of ‘Big Society’, viewing themselves as community based interventions and delivering at the grassroots to support young people and their communities.

· Blueprint organisations were already overstretched with limited funding and staff capacity prior to their participation in the NCVYS pilot. All projects we supported rely on volunteers and wish to continue to do so however they felt that volunteers require support, development, ongoing supervision as well as safeguarding training. 

· None of the projects we supported currently have any quality marks or systems, but this is not due to lack of attention. One organisation is undertaking Sound Systems to safeguard young people and staff and volunteers in their organisation, and they are also researched PQASSO as a quality framework. Quality remains an issue for community based organisations and where there is reduced local support available from local capacity building networks, national and regional bodies have a role to fulfil.

· Frontline organisations require support to fit local circumstance and that of their organisational capacity. This can include anything simple from signposting to a trustee website for recruitment of new trustees to reviewing a business plan and providing pointers and feedback.
Contacts

If you would like to discuss the findings of the Big Society Blueprint pilot, or how to access support from NCVYS, please contact: 
Jarina Choudhury, Networks & Learning Manager: 020 7843 6453. Email: jarina@ncvys.org.uk
For any media enquiries about the report, please contact:

Ross Bailey, PR & Communications Officer, 020 7843 6471. Email: ross@ncvys.org.uk
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