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The Value of Infrastructure to Organisations Working With Children, Young People and Families

Report of the round table event held on 28th October 2010 at bayc, Birmingham
Introduction

Children England’s VCS Engage Programme is working to increase the effectiveness of voluntary and community sector organisations working with children, young people and families across England. The programme is particularly aiming to support the strategic engagement of the sector and provide capacity building support in the areas of commissioning, workforce development, safeguarding, equalities and networking and to achieve this through working collaboratively with other local and regional infrastructure services and partners. 

As part of this work in the West Midlands, following dialogue with a number of local infrastructure support organisations providing services to the children, young people and families voluntary and community sector, and supported by G:up (Growing Up in the West Midlands), a round table event took place on Thursday 28th October 2010. The purpose of this event was to enable local infrastructure organisations supporting organisations in the children, young people and families sector to come together and begin an honest dialogue to examine the case for specialist children, young people and families’ infrastructure services. This with a view to supporting and equipping organisations to influence local decision making processes with a clear and evidenced case for the continued support for specialist infrastructure work in the current fiscal and policy climate.
This report will set out the context, key findings and discussion points of the round table. Details of organisations attending or expressing an interest in participating in this work are given in appendix 2. 

1. Context

A number of key national and local drivers informed the context for this round table. 

Nationally the Coalition Government’s commitment to eliminating the structural deficit by 2014/15, to reforming public services and to redefining the relationship between the state and the individual is widely expected to result in a significant reduction in public service provision. 

Eyes are increasingly looking to civil society organisations such as the voluntary and community sector to not only meet an increasing demand for services (due to both reduction in public sector provision and increased need in the current economic climate), but also to increasingly deliver public services and to facilitate the realisation of the ‘Big Society’.

It could be argued that across all of these areas there has been very little recognition of the role and importance of infrastructure support (specialist or generalist) in enabling informal groups and organisations to develop the skills, knowledge and confidence to deliver safe and high quality services to the children, young people and families they serve. 

In addition, the Government recently published its consultation ‘Supporting a Stronger Civil Society’ in which it set out its belief that the current landscape of infrastructure support to the sector is too confusing and unnecessarily complicated. The consultation document cites evidence that only 18% of organisations receive support from infrastructure organisations; that infrastructure organisations are heavily reliant on public funds to survive; and that funding is currently too thinly spread amongst hundreds of infrastructure organisations. The consultation seeks to gather views on improving the effectiveness of support and advice, pointing out that:

 “In a time of fiscal tightening it is more important than ever for local and national infrastructure organisations to maximise economies of scale...There is a strong case for rationalisation of support services at local and national level. Case studies show strong results from mergers, and commissioners have very positive views...92% felt that greater collaboration of infrastructure would bring benefits...” (Supporting a Stronger Civil Society 2010:10).
Added to this national picture the challenging local picture poses further challenges for the future of specialist infrastructure. Following the publication of the Comprehensive Spending Review, Local Authorities will be required to make, on average, 28% cuts in spending during the next four years in addition to the in year cuts of around 35% from the Area Based Grant which commonly funded a number of voluntary  and community sector projects. This will result in difficult decisions having to be made about which local services and programme beyond statutory requirements continue to receive funding,  and will necessitate infrastructure organisations to be readily able to demonstrate both the need for, outcomes and impact of their services. 

2. Boundaries of the discussion:

It was agreed that the discussion on the value of CYP specialist infrastructure was in no way looking to argue against, undermine or take away from the valuable support provided by generalist infrastructure organisations, or those parts of organisations which were not children, young people and families specific. Rather the purpose was to identify as clearly as possible how CYPF infrastructure support compliments, adds value or provides unique services. 

In addition there was recognition that a number of children, young people and families specialist infrastructure organisations also have a direct delivery arm providing frontline services to children, young people and/or families. Whilst this can be a great strength to some organisations the remit of this forum was to discuss infrastructure support provision. For this reason, this paper excludes other valuable debates referenced in the discussion, including the need to make the case for the value of youth work.
3. Creating a shared language and understanding of the work of children, young people and families specialist infrastructure

There was a general consensus among those present that the Big Lottery definition of infrastructure provides a helpful starting point for defining purpose of CYP specific infrastructure but that it needed to be adapted to more strongly capture the purpose and values underpinning this work. It was agreed that a definition would be drawn up following the wide ranging discussion:
“By children, young people and families (CYPF) specialist infrastructure we mean organisations that provide information, advice, training and other support that helps voluntary and community groups to do their work with children, young people and families better as well as helping with networking and influencing. (CYPF) specialist infrastructure works to ensure that children, young people and families have access to safe, well run and high quality services delivered by voluntary and community groups within their communities and to build awareness of the nationally recognised core values and principles underpinning this work”.

4. CYPF Specialist Infrastructure: A Shared Core Offer

In preparation for the round table discussion a short questionnaire was circulated to attendees and the wider sector to gather initial information on the services being provided across the region. A summary of the key results from this survey can be found in appendix 1 of this report and formed the basis of further discussion.

This dialogue focussed around trying to identify those aspects of the support services delivered which were unique to the CYPF specialist infrastructure.  

a. Specialist Knowledge

There was a strong and shared belief that the strongest and most unique aspect of children, young people and families specialist infrastructure was the level of specialist knowledge held by these organisations and/ or workers (i.e. including CYPF specialist workers with generalist infrastructure organisations) due to many of the organisations having staff with significant experience and/or formally training in working directly with children, young people and families.

It was agreed that this gave them a significant understanding of the issues and practicalities faced by VCS organisations in the CYPF sector as well as a grounding in the professional values and principles underpinning such work (for example informal education, genuine and voluntary participation, empowerment and equality of opportunity in youth work practice) and ability to connect effectively with communities. Such skills and understanding go far deeper than supporting the establishment of a group which is attended by children, young people and families and has significant positive implications in the longer term for the personal development of community members accessing these services.

It was also felt that this level of specialist knowledge and practical experience enabled CYPF specialist infrastructure organisations to provide a deeper level of support to CYPF organisations in relation to generalist support, for example enabling them to support organisations through the process of effectively engaging the children, young people and families accessing their services to genuinely participate in the development of organisational policies and procedures.

b. Development of the children, young people and families’ workforce

Workforce development (of both paid staff and volunteers) forms an essential part of the core offer shared across all the children, young people and families specialist infrastructure organisations involved in the discussion. This aspect of the support offered clearly has strong links to the specialist knowledge detailed above. 
Workforce development would also include a commitment to embedding an understanding of equality, diversity and anti-discriminatory practice within the sector and the implications of this for individual organisations and people. Although not specific to children, young people and families infrastructure this is a core and essential part of any development work. 
c. Keeping children, young people and families safe

Another core shared support service felt to be essential and unique to children, young people and families specialist infrastructure organisations, particularly with regard to the depth of support offered focussed around keeping children and young people safe. This includes safeguarding, child protection and safe and effective recruitment and scored highly in the survey in terms of number of both specialist infrastructure offering services around this agenda and those reporting it to be a key service which should be protected at all costs. It was also raised repeatedly throughout the discussions of the roundtable. 

d. Broader governance and organisational support and capacity building

Beyond this core specialist offer of specialist knowledge, workforce development and keeping children and young people safe, a number of other and varied services are offered by different CYPF specialist infrastructure organisations which are not necessarily specialist or unique to this part of the sector.  
For example most organisations offer support to organisations around setting up, development of constitutions, policies and procedures, board/trustee development and fundraising. However, it is difficult to identify a unique role here with much of this support already on offer through generalist support organisations. There was recognition of this and that many specialist infrastructure organisations have a strong relationship with local generalist infrastructure and will signpost to their services and where necessary actively support and facilitate access. 

Other work in common with generalist infrastructure and currently undertaken by some specialist infrastructure organisations for the children, young people and families sector include: facilitating networking, peer support and sharing of information and good practice; and supporting and developing strategic representation of the VCS in local and regional decision making.

Further consideration may therefore need to be given to exactly what is added by specialist infrastructure in these areas in terms of content, value or capacity. 

e. Opportunities for development: Tender Readiness, Contracting and 
Evidencing Outcomes/ Impact?

Although the areas of tender readiness, contracting and evidencing outcomes and impact did not feature highly in either the survey results or roundtable discussions given the current context they may provide an opportunity for the further exploitation of the specialist skills and knowledge of specialist infrastructure organisations for the benefit of VCS groups working with children, young people and families. Particularly given the level of focus and existing specialist knowledge held by these organisations and the difficulties often faced by generalist infrastructure in terms of remaining up to date on the multitude of specialisms within which the wider VCS are delivering services (e.g. older people, social care, health, disability, employability, welfare, etc).

5. Building the evidence base to strengthen our case: a shared approach. 

Although the discussion brought to the fore some strongly held views and opinions, in some cases built on years of experience and/ or anecdotal evidence, there was a general sense of the need to develop more robust mechanisms for gathering specific evidence on the outcomes and impact on children, young people and families organisations (and potentially services users of those organisations) brought about by specialist infrastructure support. In addition it was felt that achieving this in a consistent way, enabling information to be collated and compared across the region, would be beneficial in strengthening the case for children young people and families’ specific infrastructure. 

This linked to discussion on the need for infrastructure organisations to become more business-like. It was clarified that this was not meant in the sense of negating the values and principles underpinning the sector, not suggesting that only financially profitable work should be undertaken. Rather that the sector needs to be able to clearly articulate the purpose, outcomes, costs, benefits and unique aspects of its services and to be ready to put forward a strong and reasoned business case for its work. Return on Investment was suggested as a potential model to support the development of such a case. 
It was agreed that further work would be needed to explore and develop such a mechanism which could be based on sharing existing examples of practice around the table. It was also agreed that this work should be clearly focussed on the VCS organisations receiving support as the primarily ‘client’ of infrastructure services although this may be tracked down to include the impact on services users of more effectively run services resulting from the infrastructure support provided to the organisations they access. 

Two examples were given of existing work which will be shared electronically following the round table:

· Charities Evaluation Service Outcomes Planning Triangle, 

· Costing out the value/ savings CYP infrastructure make to the cost of delivering services (e.g. provision of CRB’s, competitive insurance etc). Although these services are not specific to CYPF specialist infrastructure this is a potential way of evidencing the value of the support provided.
· (Following the roundtable an additional model – The Logic Framework was also put forward)

Overall there was a sense that clearly measuring and evidencing outcomes and impact of their services was something organisations round the table felt they needed to do further work on both individually and collectively and that further discussion and training in this areas would we beneficial.

6. Next Steps

Following electronic dissemination and agreement of this report a follow up workshop will be arranged by Children England’s VCS Engage Programme to develop a shared understanding and approach to measuring outcomes and impact of children, young people and families specialist infrastructure across the West Midlands. This will be with a view to developing shared mechanisms across the region to support the individual and local work of infrastructure organisations and well as building a stronger collective evidence based and voice for infrastructure at a regional level.
7. Further Information

For further information on the progress of this work please contact Vicky Odams, Children England’s Regional Development manager in the West Midlands: Vicky@childrenengland.org.uk/ 07969 088312

9th November 2010
Appendix 1: Organisations attending or expressing an interest in the work of the round table.

	In attendance
	Solihull Youth & Community Services

Youth Organisations Wolverhampton

Connexions 4 Youth (Telford &Wrekin)

Concept Housing & Support Ltd

Warwickshire Association of Youth Clubs

Birmingham Play Care Network

Birmingham Association of Youth Clubs

Staffordshire Council for Voluntary Youth Services

Walsall Voluntary Action

G:up (Growing Up in the West Midlands)
Safe Network

	Unable to attend the round table but expressed an interest
	Shropshire Youth Association

Dudley CVS

Voluntary Action Stoke on Trent

Worcestershire Council for Voluntary Youth Services

Local Leagues Limited

Sandwell Council for Voluntary Organisations


Appendix 2: Summary of findings of survey “The value of infrastructure to organisations working with children, young people and families in the West Midlands”
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The value of infrastructure to VCS organisation working with children, young people and families (CYPF) in the West Midlands

In preparation for a round table discussion on the value of infrastructure to organisations working with CYPF a short questionnaire was circulated to attendees and the wider sector to gather initial information on the services being provided across the region. 14 organisations responded.

The responses received included representation from all local authority areas in the region, giving a good geographical spread with Birmingham and Solihull having the largest response rates. 

Of the 14 organisations responding 8 considered themselves to be CYP specialist infrastructure, 4 generalist infrastructure organisations with a specific CYPF worker, 1 generalist infrastructure without a specialist worker, and 1 local authority based.

All respondents support groups working with young people, 11 also support groups working with children and 6 support groups working with families. This suggests a high percentage work across the CYP range, with fewer working with families organisations.

1. Support provided (see figure 1 below)
It is clear from the responses that infrastructure organisations provide a breadth of support to VCS organisations.  Support services under the broad heading of governance support (including organisational form and structure, and developing and remaining up to date with policies and procedure) scored particularly high. Safe and effective recruitment, fundraising and workforce development also scored highly. Overall financial support as a broad heading scored lowest with only 5 organisations offering support around support for tender readiness and contracting was lowest. Evidencing impact and service user involvement in governance were next lowest with 6 organisations offering this support (this could be an area for development in the current climate). 

In terms of support provided by respondents across the sector in the area in which they deliver: all organisations described themselves as sharing good practice; 12 were involved in supporting sector representation; 11 supported the sector through networking; 11 worked within the sector to build understanding and readiness to engage with new policy developments; and 10 worked to build the understanding of the VCS with commissioners, public and private sectors.

2. Evidencing Impact

12 organisations collected information on the impact of their work on the organisations they support with a very mixed picture across the other categories. 8 collected equality and diversity data; 6 collected information on the impact on service users; 6 on the CYPF VCS; and 3 collected data on their impact on the whole VCS. A range of responses we given with regards to models/ approaches to gathering this data, clear models including CES Outcomes framework and social auditing. A wider discussion would be needed to draw out more detail on the approaches used as a number of respondents stated the process (e.g. ‘monitoring’) but did not provide details of what this involved or how it was used to evidence the impact of their services.

3. CYPF Specialist Infrastructure

Respondents gave a broad range of characteristics they felt were unique to CYPF infrastructure organisations. Key themes included: specialist knowledge/practice; workforce development; and safeguarding. A full list of responses is given in figure 2 below.

Similarly with regards to those aspects of CYPF infrastructure that respondents felt were key and should be protected a broad range of responses were given. Strong themes included safeguarding, the ability to provide individual capacity building support, and the governance/start up support identified above as a common service across all respondents. A full list of responses is given in figure 3 below.
Figure 1: Support services provided by respondents 

Figure 2: Characteristics of CYPF Infrastructure respondents felt were unique

	1.
	workforce development, safeguarding, governance
	
	

	2.
	Workforce Development- specific accredited training including Child Protection, induction and starting up new groups

	3.
	Safeguarding
Participation
Youth Work Good Practice

	4.
	Specialist Knowledge

	5.
	Specialisms in the staff of working with vulnerable young people.
Varied and much more partnership focused. 
Safeguarding guidance and advice

	6.
	1) Statutory Legislation
2) Mutual Support
3) Resource intensity especially children

	7.
	Safeguarding
Active involvement
Youth work skills

	8.
	1) Specialist knowledge of young people’s needs and development
2) Community development skills since the majority of our workers are trained in Youth and Community work which most CVS development workers lack the training in
3) Ability to provide a current snapshot of youth culture and actual contact with 130 youth organisations

	9.
	Integrated services
The sharing of good practice
Young people at the core of the service

	10.
	Specialist knowledge of the CYPF environment Importance of safeguarding and safer recruitment
Workforce Development

	11.
	Specialism in the specific CYPF areas that people want to support/work with.
Sustainable structure due to their charitable status and mission and not just there because there is short term 'project' funding 
More 'credible' to the frontline than generic infrastructure organisations.


Figure 3: The aspects/ services of CYPF specialist infrastructure considered to be core and needing protection

	1
	Start up support, business planning, governance

	2.
	Safe recruitment and working practices, basic skills and competency training/support, participation of young people in decision making processes

	3.
	Work force development (including volunteers)
Quality Standards
Child Protection Training

	4.
	Specialist Knowledge
Policy development - safe practice

	5.
	Engagement of CYPF
Safeguarding and policy/procedural support
Effective Governance advice and guidance.

	6.
	Safeguarding

	7.
	1) Workforce development and training skills
2) Ability to support individual youth projects with policies, governance and programme ideas
3) Fundraising support for projects

	8.
	Communication links that suit everyone (make no assumptions that we all have access to the same modes)

	9.
	Strategic representation
Capacity building for small and / or volunteer led VCS groups
Information

	10.
	Supporting the sector have the essentials in place to work with CYP ( CRB, Safeguarding, insurance, policies etc.

Networking 

Workforce Development
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