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SMALL STEPS BIG CHANGES
Small Steps Big Changes is Nottingham’s bid to the Big Lottery’s Changing Lives: A Better Start programme. The project brings together parents with
organisations from public, voluntary and health sectors in a broad partnership led by Nottingham CityCare Partnership. Small Steps Big Changes represents
a major challenge to how CityCare and its partners work, with its intention to:
• Put families, parents and communities in control of shaping and delivering work to improve outcomes for our youngest children
• Bring a currently fragmented funding and commissioning system together to work in partnership to shift funding towards prevention and early intervention
in a co-ordinated and strategic way, with the specific target of improving outcomes for children from 0-3.
• Move towards an outcomes focussed and strengths based approach to services for families and children
Each of these requires fundamental changes in the organisation and culture of the organisations that work with families and young children.
Together they suggest profound system change.
This Learning History will review the process so far in the context of this system change, and in keeping with the intended strengths based
approach of the whole programme, will use the learning from what has worked to start to suggest an emerging ‘grounded theory’ for how this
work might be led and facilitated as the project develops.

THE SMALL STEPS BIG CHANGES LEARNING HISTORY
The ability to learn and adjust your path as you go along is essential in times of challenge and change. Learning histories offer an intensive
learning process designed to provide feedback loops between intended and actual results – they are tools for learning from experience and
gathering the most important aspects of the project’s history as seen through the multiple perspectives of the people involved.

THE SMALL STEPS BIG CHANGES LEARNING HISTORY
I think the learning history idea is absolutely invaluable... if you don’t take the time to go back and look at what you did and why you did it, what
you didn’t do, what went wrong as well as what went right, then you’ve lost that forever... far too often, you go hell for leather to try to achieve
something... and then you move on, and you don’t kind of catch it anywhere...
The ability to learn and adjust your path as you go along is essential in times of challenge and change. Learning histories offer an intensive
learning process designed to provide feedback loops between intended and actual results – they are tools for learning from experience and
gathering the most important aspects of the project’s history as seen through the multiple perspectives of the people involved.
Learning Histories are not for the faint hearted, it takes courage to invite, listen to, and learn from people’s experiences from across the whole
system.
This learning history has been developed from the voices and stories of thirty people involved in the Small Steps Big Changes project – parents,
practitioners and senior leaders from across the organisations involved in the partnership. The interviews were carried out at the end of February
2014, after the final two Strategy Days which brought the whole partnership together to agree priorities and shape the project, and before the
submission of the final bid.
Through reflection on and analysis of these conversations, a number of themes have been identified. These emerging themes were shared and
checked with participants in mid March prior to the writing of this Learning History.
The Learning History is structured in two chapters. The first reflects back on the process so far, and particularly on what can be learned from this
to inform how projects like this might be shaped and led in the future.
The second looks at what needs to happen next, whether or not the bid is successful.
READING THIS LEARNING HISTORY
A learning history is a catalyst for discussion and change.
It can be used with groups and teams throughout the system to stimulate discussion, reflection and insight. People are encouraged to explore
their response to the history, what is familiar, what is unfamiliar, and what has made the greatest difference in the story, positively and negatively.
From these conversations people can create their own ideas about the critical factors in the story, explore what this means for their own situation,
and identify future actions for change.
The learning history can be read from beginning to end, but it is designed to be read in whatever order the reader chooses. The top of the page
describes each theme, the right hand column is the narrative – the participants’ stories in their own words – and the left hand column is the
commentary – making sense of the learning from the process.
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THE JOURNEY SO FAR
MAKING SENSE
STARTING POINT
Each project is unique, and it is important to understand where people are starting from, and the context and environment that will shape the
opportunities and obstacles the project will face. People joined this project with radically different hopes and expectations.
PERSONAL JOURNEYS
COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

Most of the parents came to Small Steps not knowing
what to expect. Being involved in a project like this
was a new experience, and many were nervous and
apprehensive at first.

...I was quite nervous to start with because I didn’t know what I’d signed up for...

People from within the organisations were more familiar
with projects of this sort. For some this evoked a sense
of cynicism – here’s another unconnected initiative which
will briefly receive attention and then disappear without
trace. For some their involvement was initially seen as
just a requirement of their job, or as an additional burden
on an already overstretched workload.
Others immediately sensed the potential that the project
offered. The possibility of bringing more resources to
communities suffering under the impact of cuts to public
services, and of maintaining their work in these areas.

...not got a clue... all we knew it was to help get some money and that was it...
...I didn’t know what any of it was going to involve, I didn’t have any idea, you know, what it
was going to be about...
...really, I didn’t have a lot to go on... my expectation was, we’d put the expression of
interest in and see what happens...
...for me... it was a bit of – it’s something else... these things need to be joined up... why is
everything in isolation?... it doesn’t make any sense...
...initially it’s less of an interest and more of a required involvement...
...if I’m really honest... felt a bit concerned for the impact... on our service which was already
struggling...
...I was hoping we might... win some money and bring it into the City to spend on families
that need it... it felt... like a glimmer of hope... there’s been several years when we’ve been
so downtrodden and taken so much money out...
...my hopes were that all the commissioners would really get into the... discussion... about
how to be more sophisticated about shifting money around the system...

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

For some, it was the potential to use the project to
support and energise a radical rethink organisationally
that had already started, about where priorities
are focussed, and what is provided and how it is
commissioned and delivered.

.. I knew as a partnership we were all committed to early intervention, and this was a mega
opportunity to really look at scale up... this was an opportunity to get that external help
and pump prime funding... my hopes were, that this really was the opportunity to move us
forward on the scaling up journey and help us shift our system...

For others it resonated personally, and was seen as
an opportunity to shape new ways of working more
consistent with how they see the world and what it might be.

...saw it as potentially a fantastic opportunity... there’s... huge amounts that could be done,
and to do it in a co-ordinated, strategic way across the City... just sounded a fantastic
opportunity...
There was never any doubt... that I saw this as a major opportunity...

Understanding these different starting points in a project
is really important. It can’t just be
assumed that because some see it as a wonderful
opportunity, that others will see it in the same way.
Consideration needs to be given to how others are
invited in, and what will help them feel connected and
engaged.

... I thought it was a fantastic opportunity, because my whole life I’ve worked with children
and families... and running through that core of how I see myself is that sense of social
justice... why should some children have a better start in life than others, and what can we
put in place to effect some real change?
...it did feel like... we can do this, this is for us...it was immediate... this is exciting, I want to
be involved in this...
...I was delighted to be involved...
...when I heard about it I was quite excited...the thought of working on it was really
exciting... such a brilliant idea...
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COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

These are hard times for public services and the third
sector. Austerity is producing a seemingly relentless
squeeze on resources and people are really feeling the
pressure of being expected to do more with less. In the
communities, people are seeing services they have relied
on being cut back or disappearing.

...I’ve not heard from anybody that exactly what we’ve got is perfect and is working... and
beyond that I’ve heard varying degrees of criticism about the system...

At the same time, there is a growing recognition that
how services are provided is not right – either for the
professionals and practitioners who feel they are being
asked to deliver an increasingly depersonalised and
bureaucratised service with less time and dwindling
resources, or for parents who frequently experience
services as inadequate, and sometimes judgemental and
punishing.
But this does present an opportunity.
There is a growing recognition that things can’t go on as
they are, and that there is a need to move away from a
narrow and protective response, to one that is connected
and collaborative, and open to new ideas and ways of
working.

...not happy with the services we received... professionals such as midwives and health
visitors... maybe a little bit the Sure Start... were the biggest things we wanted to change...
...I think the other thing is... people... absolutely have a passion for what they are bringing
and what they are representing, whether they be a parent, or whether they be a staff
member... they actually want to see that something change... there’s something about
them not being... satisfied with how things are...
...in terms of process... was it... people had gone there being open minded?.. or... we’re all
working in a world where there is not much money at the moment, and perhaps open to
suggestions for ways to make things work...
...you can understand why people... become a bit anxious and protective... when they
think that their purpose could be taken away... I just think... we’ve got to a point where...
the money aspect... your budgets... we’ve been in that situation for so long now, that
perhaps we’re poking our heads out, to think... we’re now used to the fact that things are
changing... so perhaps we’re better equipped for change, therefore we can see the
benefits of change... rather than it being clouded by... anxiety...

WE CREATED SOMETHING SPECIAL
People joined the project with different hopes and expectations, but there is no doubt that what has been achieved already is quite exceptional,
and this view is shared broadly across the whole partnership. It has encouraged new ways of working, and generated an energy and dynamic that
has drawn people in and created a real shared commitment to making something happen.
COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

Something in the way the project has been developed
has really worked, to the extent that people are
suggesting that what has been done here should inform
all future projects.

...if anyone... has to do a project, I think this is what it should look like...

People have felt inspired, engaged, excited and
energised to an unprecedented degree, and this
has resulted in a growing passion for and
commitment to the project.

...being equal with... people, being listened to as a parent... knowing that there are people
who really care and really want to make a difference... that caring atmosphere... that
enthusiasm, that shared passion... so different from any other thing I can imagine....

People have become convinced that things
really can change.
People have consistently referred to the honesty
and integrity of project partners, the trust that
has been developed, and the dialogue that this
has enabled.
This trust and honesty, in turn, has opened up
the possibility for challenge as a constructive
rather than a destructive force.

...it’s just a fantastic experience, organisationally, personally... I think it’s how we should do
things... I think it’s how we should be working...

...the relationships, at all levels... the engagement with parents... the work has been some
of the most inspiring work I’ve been involved in... the passion...
..from my point of view, and I’ve worked in the health service for something like seventeen
years... it’s probably been the most... inspirational piece of work that I’ve been involved in...
... it felt a... really positive energy, and it felt very genuine... they were excited, there was a
sense of a big idea, a sense of community cohesion... and it felt very genuine...
...I think the amount of work that’s taking place to engage with people within the
communities, and listen... will make a difference anyway, whether the money happens or
not... I don’t think I’ve ever felt like that with anything before...
...somebody that was there... when we was having a discussion on the table, I mentioned
something... that had happened with my family, and he brought it up at the end... and it
made me think, yeah, they’re actually listening... and I actually feel involved now
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COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

People, especially parents, have felt welcomed, valued
and listened to.

...where there have been challenges, they’ve been constructively met... it’s been very
cooperative, and not just in terms of the City Council and CityCare working together, but the
broader public sector and the broader voluntary sector as well...

It has felt genuinely collaborative. There has been a
high level of co-operation between partners and partner
organisations, both within and beyond the more formal
structures of the partnership.
There is a very strong sense that being involved in this
project feels very different from other similar projects,
and this arises largely through how it has been led.
The sections below will explore this in more detail.

...I think there’s been some real challenge, and bits where we’ve struggled... but there’s
just been such a core of strong belief that we are going to do this... and there’s a real
magic in the model we’ve pulled together... and the place we’ve got to feels really right...
...we had really good, strong, mature discussions...
...and I think that’s the key... it has been collaborative... and so often collaboration doesn’t
feel like it, it feels like you’re being asked to support something... whereas there’s been a
sharing of ideas and things have changed as a result of that, so that’s worked... and as an
outcome of that... the meetings, the contentions, some of the disagreements at the early
stage, have been productively dealt with...
...I think the relationships with the partners... there has been no quibble about officer
time... there has been an enormous amount of time invested from the local authority...
and the third sector, again, they’ve given of their time... it really has felt... the whole thing
has felt like a partnership... developed by the partnership, and owned by the partnership...
from parents, right through the system...
...what’s been really successful is the commitment the Board has shown... real commitment
to drive this agenda forward...
...outside those larger structured meetings, there’s been an incredible amount of
cooperation between people... I can’t think of a time when anyone’s said no...

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

People have also consistently commented on how
efficient, effective and skilled the project management
has been. Pulling together very different strands of work,
managing relationships, and keeping a very complex
project on track.

...one thing I have been impressed with, is the project team... the way they have pushed,
and cajoled and made sure that things have happened... they certainly deserve a lot of
credit for even attempting some of the things they’ve managed to pull off...

Getting this right is particularly important, not just in
terms of practical project delivery, but because of the
space it creates for different ways of working. If people
feel confident that work will be done and deadlines met,
they can relax more comfortably into embracing new
ways of doing things.

...on an organisational level, pulling together very early the development group... was an
extremely good way of starting the process... having that development group... quite a
flexible little group... it was quite fluid in lots of ways, and dynamic... that worked... and that
started to help to build the partnership at an organisational level...
...the whole project management side... making sure things happened in the right order at
the right time...the relationship management... the relationships within the City... the
different voluntary sector organisations... the parents... the level of involvement of different
people... all the different elements that have been pulled together... there’s not many
people who could have done it and pulled it off... some people are very good at the
strategic side – seeing the big picture, the vision... some people are very good at the
detail... but actually knitting the two together, and being able to see both....
... overall... it’s advanced, it’s gone on... in terms of project administration... it’s been done...
very well...
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THE POWER OF PARENTS
One thing that marks this project out from others has been the central involvement of parents, not in separate focus or user groups, but working
alongside professionals and system leaders. For everyone, this has been one of the most important factors in the success of the project so far,
and has had some profound impacts on many of the people involved and their organisations.
COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

If there’s one thing which is most likely to lead to
real and lasting change it has been the involvement
of parents. This involvement hasn’t been separate and
then filtered and reported back, but direct. The parents
worked first alongside professionals and practitioners,
and then alongside senior leaders.

...the parents... I do think it’s worked very well... I think they’ve impacted very well... if
things go forward, and they do change, I think it will be... largely due to them...

This direct involvement has been grounding for
senior leaders and practitioners, and at times
highly challenging. It has provided an opportunity to
reframe problems and start to understand them from
the perspective of parents and service users. It has also
helped people to see parents differently – as skilled and
knowledgeable active subjects rather than passive
recipients defined by their problems.

...all the way through the Small Steps process... what made it so vibrant was all that... the
real people involved...

It has helped people remember why they do the job, and
through this has rekindled passion.

...the absolute joint partnership between parents and professionals has been one of the
biggest reasons that this is different and will hopefully be even more successful... and the
learning from that we have to use that in the rest of our planning...

... I think the commitment we’ve been given from the parents, families and carers through
this process has been invaluable... I’ve learned an awful lot... it’s taken me back to...
remembering why we’re here...
...I think they really have impacted on senior leaders... in their day to day they don’t get
this close to a parent... I think they’ve just had an opportunity to listen to actually what
life’s like, and... what the services that they’re either delivering or commissioning are like...
...as a professional... where there are parents there... you sometimes can be made to feel
that you’re not a person yourself... and we didn’t feel that at all... and what that did was
take us out of our professional boundaries... and look at it from a parent’s perspective...

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

The involvement of parents – and how this has been
facilitated – has also impacted on the culture around the
project. The open and honest conversations with parents
and the active listening has facilitated a more honest
dialogue between partners.

...I think it has really opened... eyes to hear the parents’ side of things... get mixed up in
the day job, hitting targets and things, and it’s just brought them back down to reality...

Parents presence, even in the more formal setting
of traditional Board meetings has prompted a more
inclusive, and friendlier culture. It has also given a
sharper focus and awareness of to whom public and third
sector organisations should really be accountable.

...for professionals who don’t come out of their office very often... you build up a picture of
these families... and can be quite surprised when you actually take the time to meet
them... and talk with them, and see the potential...

The success of the parents’ involvement is also a
challenge. It has been enabled through the development
funding that has accompanied the bid. To do it properly
is not cheap, it requires time, money and particular skills
to provide the material and organisational support and to
facilitate open engagement processes.
The involvement so far has proved the value,
but resources will need to be identified, and
sufficient time allocated to sustain it.

...it’s been good for everyone to hear...... every parent wants the best for their child... it’s
just a reminder of all that... sometimes that gets lost...

... the attitude and the... dynamics changed an awful lot... and I think a lot of that was
down to the parents coming round the table... and getting really helpful, vocal parents...
...I think the partnership of the different organisations involved, almost on the back of
some of that honest discussion (with parents)...have been better at having honest
discussions with each other... and that’s led to honest inter agency discussions as well...
....parents were involved in the Board as well... some of the meetings have felt different
when the parents have been there... they just felt a bit friendlier... the Small Steps Big
Changes Board before parents were involved, the atmosphere was a lot different...
...when I see them (parents) sat around the board table... it really focuses your mind
having them there... you do get into some of those waffly board type discussions, and you
think – what must they think?... it makes you much more accountable...
... the Community Partnership, and when you look beyond that the ward work... around
the Travelling Playgrounds... that takes resource... so without some dedicated resource... if
we let this dip, lag, go cold in any way, it will take a similar level of resource to kick start it
again... it will need some dedicated resource to do it...
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LEADERSHIP FOR SYSTEM CHANGE

‘Our vision for radical system change through SSBC is to turn public services for pregnant women, parents and the nought to threes on their
head – with parents leading the way and children at the heart of everything we do’
Small Steps Big Changes: A Better Start Project Plan, February 2014
This is a hugely ambitious vision, and will require new approaches to leadership that are congruent with this radical system change.
What has been identified as special in the first part of this Learning History didn’t just happen, it came about through how the project has been
led. These positive experiences of Small Steps, alongside questions raised by challenges that have arisen, can start to suggest a grounded theory
for the type of leadership that will be needed to advance this vision.
The approaches that have been identified as really making a difference, as identified in the themes below, are largely consistent with the concept
of new paradigm leadership (Senge, Scharmer, Wheatley etc). Within this paradigm a leader is ‘someone who sees something that needs doing
and steps up to do it’ (Wheatley): leadership is therefore exercised at all levels in the system, and a key role for leaders is to nurture and support
leadership in others.
Also, within this paradigm, the whole system is seen as an interconnected whole, and is understood to work in some ways like a living organism.
The role of leadership is not to direct the system to change, but to create the conditions that will support growth, while encouraging the
appropriate disturbance, or challenge, that will stimulate the system to self organise towards positive change. The impact of the parents described
above can be seen as one such ‘disturbance’, and we will make reference to this theoretical base in the commentary on the themes below.
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CITYCARE AS LEADER
The position of CityCare as a relatively new third sector organisation, its relationship to other public sector partners, and its approach to
leadership has thrown up challenges at times, but has also proved extremely effective.

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

CityCare had never led a project like this before and had
a number of concerns about establishing their leadership
role.

...the first...meeting.... it was pretty much dominated by the City Council at that stage... and
when it came to which voluntary organisation was going to lead they (CityCare) put their
hand up, and I genuinely laughed, because I thought - you’re the NHS...

They are a relatively new player in Nottingham’s
voluntary sector and were worried that more established
voluntary organisations might challenge their legitimacy.

I think there was a little bit of concern initially about, hang on, CityCare are just the NHS
but with a different name... but through talking to CityCare... it gave a much clearer idea
that... actually... they’re on our side on this... and people have bought into that...

Some people were also worried that they might struggle
to exercise their leadership, and that the City Council
might dominate the partnership.

...my next bit of anxiety... it was proposed... that CityCare could be a good lead for this...
which I thought was a brilliant idea, but I was also very mindful of much, much smaller
organisations in the City, and worried that they would feel... kind of, usurped...

Through their invitational leadership they were able to
convince voluntary sector partners of their credentials
and their willingness to involve the sector.

...the engagement of the... third sector... when we first took on this role of lead... I thought
we’d get heat... from the third sector... I thought they’d be banging on about us all the
time... and actually, apart from the initial... bit of heat, we haven’t had that...
...it’s connected health more to voluntary organisations... and it was quite interesting
seeing the interaction... between a social care orientated service and voluntary
organisations... how both sides were learning off each other...
...they’re well placed to be the lead on this, and I think they took the lead in a very
engaging way...

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

Through strong leadership where needed they have
established their independence from the City Council –
and this has been seen by other partners as important to
the success of the project.

... and there’s been a real building of credibility for us, as the lead organisation, with the
third sector... the way we’ve managed the process has established good relationships... I
think we have demonstrated we’ll say no to the local authority... we’ve shown we’re
independent minded as the lead organisation, and we’re prepared to challenge...

It has also been felt that their style of leadership is linked
to their role as a non statutory organisation, and that this
has been important in giving more emphasis to genuine
collaboration and parent engagement.

...it is CityCare leading on this, and people can see we are leading... that we are prepared
to challenge appropriately, and also that we’re bringing people together in an honest
way... and where we’ve had tricky moments, we’ve... worked along with it...

This style of leadership has been seen as genuine, and
the modelling of integrity has encouraged increased
integrity across the partnership.

...they’ve been co-operative when they’ve needed, they’ve listened when they’ve needed...
when they’ve needed to be stubborn and dig their heels in, they have, but it’s been
assertive rather than aggressive...
...what’s been interesting... is seeing the boot on the other foot... you’d see CityCare
pushing back on some of the things the City Council were trying to say... it was good to
see that strong voluntary sector leadership...
...I think the other thing... there is something about it not being led by a statutory sector – I
think there would have been a very different feel if it had been led by the CCG, or the
local authority... I don’t know that you would have got the level of engagement...
...the lead organisation is a social enterprise... there is a lot more parental engagement...
that way of thinking... as a non statutory agency... seems to have made a difference...
...I do think, the people leading it are different, as individuals... come from a different
perspective... I don’t think we’re seen as threatening to wider partners... I think we’re
trusted... across the system...
... I keep coming back to that word genuine... and I think it rubs off, I think it attracts...
integrity, attracts integrity...
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INVITATION
Partner organisations and parents have felt (with one or two exceptions) genuinely invited to participate in and contribute to shaping the Small
Steps programme. This genuine invitation is a crucial first step in encouraging leadership across the system.

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

From the start, the project has brought people together
in an open and inclusive way, with a genuine desire to
engage the widest range of voices and organisations in
the developing partnership. The first, open conversations
around the choice of lead organisation set the climate for
this open approach.

...in terms of what works... the starting point... having the approach taken to select the
lead... right at the starting point it was a complete collective effort...

CityCare facilitated continued invitation through
their approach to leadership. Rather than positioning
themselves as the experts and asking others to follow,
they showed a certain humility that recognised that they
didn’t have all the answers and needed help and support
– there was therefore no option other than collaboration.
This can be a hard position to take as it can be construed
as a weakness; in reality it requires both confidence and
courage. The workshops and gatherings that people
enjoyed the most and found it easiest to participate in
were facilitated in an open and invitational way.

I have been reassured by the invitation... I have found, at every stage, an openness from
CityCare... which is credit to them...
...it has been such a challenge... and the acknowledgement from CityCare that ‘we can’t
do this on our own, we need your help’... I think people are wary of saying ‘we don’t know
it all’ or ‘we can’t do it all’ because it makes them look incompetent, but actually, what
they’ve shown is... that’s not a weakness, it’s a strength...
..I think that the approaches that have been made from the outset to engage people...
they’ve shown a certain humility... they haven’t claimed to know the answers to
everything... whether it’s with parents... or different organisations...
...they’ve acknowledged that they still need the voluntary sector, and that there’s an awful
lot of learning they need to do...
...people were encouraged to... give their contribution...it’s such an open minded way of
leading something... listening to everyone and giving everyone a chance...
...CityCare... brought... something genuine... a genuine wish to engage with ideas, a
genuine wish to... make things work, and to collaborate...
...the desire to get people to buy in to the ideas... it’s....more than rhetoric... I feel there’s a
genuine desire.... to have collaboration that is meaningful and brings people together...

COMMENTARY

NARRATIVE

This approach made space for others to step forward,
and for different ideas to be raised and discussed.
People felt that there was a genuine engagement and
willingness to listen.

...I really like the idea of how we moved...all the time... it was very good... because one
person couldn’t dominate... finding a different group with a completely different idea...

The more people are really listened to, the easier it
becomes to speak honestly about things that really
matter, and to face up to and not ignore the difficult
issues.

...just how welcome everyone made you feel... it was like a... free flow session... I could just
pop in and out if I needed to for my baby and that, and that helped a lot... it didn’t feel
like you was put on the spot either...
... I feel very appreciated, valued, looked after...
... it wasn’t too corporate, the meetings weren’t done to a strict agenda... it was quite
informal, you know, get a coffee when you want... I definitely feel that’s probably helped
me be more open because it was informal...
...you saw ... people... start to grow in confidence at this idea that they were valued, they
were important, they needed their expertise... and you saw that balance shift... from the
loudest getting what they want... to, actually, everyone valuing everyone’s expertise....
...the first day I was quite nervous... by the end of the second... they couldn’t shut me up...
...it is about honesty... let’s talk about it... we just need to be honest...
...I think just being really honest... and where we’ve had those crunchy bits... one thing to
hang on to is the ability to be really straight when things are not right... that’s how you
start to make the changes...
...where there’s been disagreements, I think people have been listened to... and
challenged, there’s been very open and honest challenges... but I’ve never felt that people
have either avoided, or overdone it... it goes back to integrity...
I think people working together went particularly well... there was a good level of honesty
going on in that process...
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RELATIONSHIPS AND CONNECTION
There has been a broad recognition of the quality and richness of the relationships and conversations that have developed at all levels of the
Small Steps programme, especially after the preparatory workshop and two Strategy Days, when people from all parts of the project came
together. These relationships don’t just happen – they need to be consciously nurtured, and given the time and space to grow. A whole systems
approach to leadership will prioritise the relationships and connections between people and organisations within and beyond the system.
COMMENTARY
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The success of the process so far has been founded on
relationships – and a recognition of how important these
are.

..to witness... the coming together of senior... leaders and... real people, and the ongoing
discovery we’re all real people and have an awful lot in common with each other... it’s
really been good to see in practice...

This has been most notable when everyone has come
together – from parents to senior leaders – and people
have connected as individuals with shared interests
and concerns, rather than as professionals, leaders and
parents. People have been amazed at how this has
happened, the conversations it has made possible, and
the insights and understanding it has generated.

... you get to know people on a different level... we’re all, most of us, mums, dads,
daughters... we’ve all got lives problems haven’t we... breaking down those barriers...
parents start to see you as... people, rather than... a person with a badge... and there was
a real difference from the beginning to the end in how we interacted...

They have commented on the unusual levelling, the
equality of voices, and the change it makes in how
people can work together. It has dramatically increased
the understanding of what people share in their
commitment to children, and the challenges everyone
faces from their own perspective to achieve the best
for children across the City.

...what I love is... when you lose people’s status, and even service... and it’s just what they
can bring as an individual... what they can bring in terms of their knowledge...

...it gave me confidence... it was nice to be with people from different backgrounds, with
different points of view... different perspectives... all on the same level...

...it felt like what we were saying was actually taken on board... they listened to us, didn’t
they?... I think the whole no uniform, just normal clothes and name badge helped...
.. I’ve learned that the midwives are real people... you never see them outside of their
jobs... they’re just doing a job, it’s not their fault they have to follow procedure...
...there has been very unusual levelling... across the Board... they’ve all participated in the
general levelling...

COMMENTARY
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Relationships have also been important within the
partnership at senior leader level, and the project has
benefited from building on and developing the mature
relationships that already existed in this area.

...those two full days... humbled some people... that actually their voice isn’t necessary...
the fact that everybody has the ability to contribute in a purposeful way, and everybody
was allowing that to happen... hierarchy has been abolished to a certain extent, and
people have found their place because of what they’re able to contribute...

Connecting in different ways, and with a wider and more
diverse range of people, has also opened up networking
opportunities – people have met new people, made new
connections, and discovered new opportunities for
collaborating in different ways and on different projects.

... seeing strategic leaders... and parents... and their children, in a room together, rubbing
shoulders was... powerful... and quite sobering... and the dialogue that was created as a
result of that is... a dialogue that we wouldn’t ordinarily have access to... and it was
enjoyable... it was hard work... this is really valuable...
...for me, it was the great idea of Small Steps... putting everything in one place, parents
working with professionals... having all those people at once, not really knowing who is
who... speaking freely... I could be fully honest... people... working together... different
backgrounds, institutions, positions, and we could look... with different dimensions,
experience... that was amazing...
...whether there’s an intrinsic motivation around children... small children and babies, that
has engaged people in this process, initially...
... you talk about services to parents... but actually most of the people in the room are
parents... and... people can almost instantly relate... sometimes it’s hearing some of those
stories and reflecting on your own experience... and realising you’re in a position to be
able to do something about it...
...being a parent is a great leveller... it’s harnessing... that commonality... we just need
connecting...
...even the professionals are parents, or were parents, so they have that experience...
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Developing a vibrant web of connections and
relationships is essential to any living change process –
it creates the structures through which information flows,
and opens up the possibility for creative innovation
across the system.

... possibly the only thing that unites everybody... all cultures, whatever background, you
share the experience... the challenges of bearing and raising young children... it unites you
around something... people have talked about their own experience, and you don’t usually
get that... everybody has got some challenges they have been through and something
they have felt quite personally...
... the potential these changes could have... it engages everybody... that’s why parents and
professionals in that room felt safe enough to contribute...
...I think some of it has been down to relationships... If you’ve had a working relationship
with people in the past, then that trust has already been built... where there’s been prior
working relationships... that’s a positive...
... it was good... we’ve been working with CityCare Partnership for a long time... so we
already felt like a team... and I think we have a mature relationship where we can have a
really good, deep conversation, and challenge each other...
...so we’d just got some of those foundations really... and huge respect... which means that
you can have those difficult conversations... those feisty bits... it’s a good partnership... it’s
not cosy though...
...it’s given me an opportunity to come out of my everyday role, and...spend a lot of time
reflecting on things... it’s been fantastic for networking and meeting new people... both
from a professional point of view, and... being able to talk to like minded people...
...hopefully those connections have been built, or are well on the way...

WORKING WITH UNCERTAINTY
One characteristic of this different way of working is the need to work with uncertainty. Inviting people to participate and contribute in a
genuinely collaborative way will only work if the way forward hasn’t been pre planned and is genuinely open to being shaped and given direction
through collaboration, and remains receptive to the emergence of new and challenging ideas and approaches. Working with uncertainty can be
challenging and confusing, and requires a very different leadership approach.
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The Small Steps programme has left some people
confused and unsure of where they fit. This has arisen
from a combination of invitational leadership – where
space needs to be left for others to contribute - and the
requirements of the Dartington process to hold off
shaping the programme until the Strategy Days.

...sometimes that’s been people saying – I know it’s not right, I don’t quite know what right
looks like – but they want to be around something that they feel... is going to change
something...

To do this work effectively requires giving space to others
to think, discuss and create, and having the patience,
trust and belief that new ideas and thinking will, in fact,
emerge through this process.

... I think there was a level of confusion...... I’m not sure people were really clear on... what
fulfilling lives meant... and who was responsible, and who was in the partnership...

This can be confusing to people used to a different kind
of leadership, where decisions are all taken at the top
and cascaded down through the hierarchy. It has been
confusing for quite a number of people within the Small
Steps project.

...initially I didn’t... have a huge understanding of what we were trying to achieve... what
the vision was... didn’t really understand what we might be doing or how it might look...

...I struggled to see for a while... how the plan was coming together... as we were heading
towards the two days of strategy setting, there seemed to be a lot of different messages
about what would be involved... and that seemed to change quite a lot...
...we didn’t properly understand what this was about... what opportunities it was going to
bring...
...I think it’s hard with something of this scale to really grasp what it means... and to begin
with I did struggle...
...it felt very hard to join up all the different pockets of activity that were going on... I didn’t
understand the different roles of all the different groups...
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What is needed here to support people through this
uncertainty is:

...there were times that it was quite confusing... and being able to feed back to my team,
sometimes it was quite difficult to... unravel where the programme was potentially going...
and what that could mean... for us...

An extremely clear vision and shared sense of purpose –
including what is fixed, and what is up for discussion.
A clarity of process, so that people can see where they
and their teams fit, and how they can contribute.
As much sharing of information as possible so people
know what is happening and what has already happened
– without this people will make their own interpretations,
and they are unlikely to be positive.

...I had nothing to engage people with... some key messages... something to engage
people with... I think we missed a trick there...
...the only time I felt confident that... I had a good grasp of what was going on... was when
you get everyone in the room together at the strategy days or the pre strategy day...
...we’re really not sure how it will look... we’re not sure... so I think staff are thinking...
what’s going to happen?
...I felt the communication of the project’s aims as it went along... was... weak in terms of
engaging and mobilising staff... with the excitement of what the project... could deliver...
... one of the difficulties has been around... expectations... I’ve struggled to establish, with
any degree of confident clarity, what’s been expected of us...
...I never knew what was up for negotiation, and what was not...
...I think everyone involved should have a clear understanding from the off... and I don’t
feel that until very recently I’ve really got my head around that... In the beginning it would
be nice to have a very clear couple of paragraphs... so everyone... is on the same page...
...a big idea as a starting point around which you build... certainly we didn’t have one... but
more importantly I don’t think there was a recognition that we needed one... that was the
gap that was missing for me...

DIVERSITY: INVOLVING EVERYONE
The positive impact of involving the diverse voice of parents can clearly be seen in the Small Steps programme. Encouraging diverse voices isn’t
something that is only done for reasons of social justice – important as this is. In the context of leadership of change, diversity is absolutely
essential: innovation doesn’t come from talking to the same people you’ve always spoken to, it comes from the challenge and inspiration of new
voices that can bring fresh insights and perspectives. If Small Steps is to be a truly innovative programme it needs to maximise the diversity of
voices engaged.
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There has been a very broad engagement of people and
organisations within the Small Steps project so far, and
most have felt genuinely engaged and listened to.

...really well listened to. I’ve been surprised at every step of the way... especially the full day
strategy meetings - I don’t know how because we’d been listened to all the along – but
there it was amazing how much they wanted the parents opinions...

This has been a real strength, and one that has enriched
the process and had a real impact on the success of the
project so far.

...having CVS involved, to make sure the voluntary sector is informed and engaged... that
approach has worked well...

The way that the larger gatherings have been
facilitated has been important in helping people to feel
comfortable and able to engage.
There are, however, some who have felt that they haven’t
been made as welcome - who have wanted to be a part
of the process but have found it difficult to find a place.
Ironically, the success of the Small Steps team – the
strength of relationships and sense of shared purpose
– can be seen as something of an obstacle, and start to
feel exclusive to those on the outside.

...the difference has been the engagement, and the way... that those groups of people
have been brought together... and facilitated to work together...
...and whatever meetings I attended where parents were involved, you didn’t feel as if
people were being talked down to or patronised... it was an engaging environment for
everyone that was there...
...one of the interesting things for me... would be the people who haven’t joined that
party...
I had some things that I’d have liked to input that didn’t really come about until the
strategy days...
...for me... it’s been difficult to know how and where to engage...
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It is crucial to pay attention to people who feel excluded
or otherwise find it hard to engage as the success of any
project like this will depend on the broadest possible
engagement and positive identity of the project.

...we can’t carry on the way we are working... at the moment no one is involving us, and it’s
really frustrating...

There are further important voices that haven’t yet found
a place, and this will need to be addressed as the project
moves forward.
It is absolutely essential to seek out and remain open and
receptive to diverse and challenging voices.

...there were areas that I was concerned that we were missing in the bid... and, I was getting
platitudes... it just seemed to be... platitudes... then nothing ever materialising...
...I don’t know what the outcomes look like, I haven’t seen the final bid... we feel a little bit
removed...
...we could have been more involved in some of the discussions about... certainly all the
evidence of effectiveness of interventions... which seems to have happened... I don’t know
who’s been involved... don’t know where the skill is in all that...
...the difficult thing for me was that I was sharing... my knowledge, but not able to be
involved... a certain level of frustration... I wanted to... I had ideas... I did on occasion feel
that my views weren’t necessarily... being sought... there were definitely times when I
thought I’ve got more to say on this... and I wasn’t involved in those discussions... and I
don’t know why...
...so we have been involved... we have been pushing to be involved, but the landscape
changed... I don’t quite get it...
I think that the right voices have been in the room so far, because it’s kept the conversation
very focussed on this specific model... I think going forward there will be some more voices
to bring into this, particularly housing... and other parts of the system that really affect
parenting...

AVOIDING GOING BACK TO HOW WE’VE ALWAYS DONE THINGS
Everyone has commented on the impact the Small Steps project has already had in encouraging new conversations, relationships and ways of
working. It can be a real challenge to sustain these new ways of working, and the pressures to revert to old ways of doing things can be intense.
A key role for leadership here is to hold the space, protect people from external (and internal) interference, provide continuous support and
encouragement, and challenge where necessary.
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Any change from how things are normally done will be
incredibly fragile. Changes in relationships and ways
of working that have taken a lot of work to create can
disappear incredibly fast if not continuously attended to
and reinforced.

...how fragile it is... gold dust... it is so valuable, how do we keep hold of it?

There have been some profound changes through the
Small Steps project, especially in the broad partnership
working and engagement of parents; but these new ways
of working have not been consistent across the project.
The Board, for example, has been formed and has
operated in a formal way – at odds with the more
accessible and relationship based approaches to other
parts of the project.
Communications has remained top down – carefully
managing messages rather than encouraging the stories
and excitement to emerge from below. This has been
particularly evident in the management of social media –
which can only really work if opened up for
everyone to contribute and participate.

...they’re trusting us at the moment... we could quite quickly lose that trust... and... it’s a
really small group of people that are trusting us...
... under pressure I think we all go back to... the language... ways of working... and I
thought there was an opportunity in those strategy days... people saw a different way of
doing things... but I don’t think we have... time to start implementing those... so we resort
to what we know...
...on the engagement, whilst it’s been excellent...I do feel the parents have had to meet us
on our territory most of the time... that’s something we need to look at when we’re
structuring the Board and how the Board operates...we have to sometimes go more out of
our comfort zone to meet them...
...the Board meeting... felt intimidating... more formal... I don’t really like formal things... it
felt like being back at school...
...one of the things... Twitter going through Cartwright... the only people who can do it is
Cartwright... who’s filtering what I can write?
...the digital activity is happening off in a corner... I don’t think that’s a particularly
constructive approach...
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Attention has been given to involving parents
and some staff through the Community Partnership in
creative and engaging ways, but the same attention
hasn’t been given to broader staff involvement or more
creative ways of working in other parts of the project.

...and interestingly... we develop something that is more engaging, more exciting, more
dynamic for our communities... and we forget to do that sometimes for our own internal
development... we approach it in a very old school business style approach...

Taking the system leaders out on the Strategy Days
undermined the avowed intention that this is a parent led
project.
People have felt left out and excluded from the
preparation of the final bid – there has been no
opportunity to be involved and no early sharing
of its content.
Things like this can undermine the trust that has been
developed through the inclusive approaches to the
rest of the project. People can start to question the
integrity of the process, and whether they are really
being listened to. Some may start to feel that there were
preconceived agendas and outcomes all the time, or that
the engagement isn’t really genuine.

...alongside those greyer meetings there were clearly elements... and this is what all came
together at the strategy days... of the community engagement, which was much more
exciting, engaging...
I think taking the leaders out on the strategy days was a really bad move... it felt very...
them and us...
...there was a glitch in those two days, where we broke off into those two groups... and the
people who hold the purse strings went off into another room...
...it’s a shame that they’ve gone off to write a bid, and there’s nobody on the ground
involved in that... is it going to be representative, has there been preconceived ideas
about what’s going to happen?... we don’t know what’s going to be put in the bid now...
...it’s kind of like, we’ve done it and that’s it – but what have we done?... what did we say in
the bid?
...I’m confused about what to do with the money... I thought everyone was deciding
that...it seems like they have decided... but we’ve not been involved...
...it’s difficult isn’t it... when something’s a necessity of the bid... and that (working
alongside communities as equal partners) hasn’t happened in other developments... you
can be a little cynical about how genuine it is...
...it will be interesting to see what happens, and who actually determines the construct of
that mechanism (the future Board)...

LOOKING FORWARD

SMALL STEPS NEXT STEPS
A huge amount has been achieved through the Small Steps project already, generating real energy, enthusiasm and commitment. How should
this be sustained and channelled?
COMMENTARY
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After the Strategy Days at the end of January, the focus
of energy shifted to the small group writing the bid. For
many who had been actively involved up to this point,
there was some confusion and concern about what was
happening next, and how they would be involved.

...we’ve now done what we needed for the bid document... we’ve identified that we’ve
moved into a different phase... but I’m not really sure... what’s going to happen now...

People recognised a real need to maintain
momentum. That there was a strong risk of losing the
trust and goodwill developed through the project –
especially with parents - if things weren’t seen to be
happening soon.
People felt this is something that needs addressing with
real urgency.
Information needs to be shared about what’s in the bid
and what is happening next.
People felt that bringing people together from across the
project around the Strategy Days had been powerful and
effective. There was a strong feeling that this needs to
happen again as the forum for sharing information about
the bid and planning ahead.

...it’s gone a bit quiet...
...so it’s about keeping that hope alive. That’s what gets the parents there, that
engagement is based on a genuine dream about something changing and being much
better than it is now...
... we can’t lose this momentum... I think there’s trust... I think the journey we’ve been on,
with parents, with the partnership... I think everybody can see that other people are
putting their hearts and soul into this...
...we’ve got to maintain some level of momentum here... keeping the relationships...
particularly out there with the community...
...family days, keep people encouraged... keep people coming...
...we’ve been very good at pushing... and then got to a point and there’s been loose
ends... it’s key to keep people in the loop and clear about what is happening...
...I think during this period what would be really helpful would be to get some workshops
to go... through the bid... include all the people involved in the Strategy Day... this is what
the strategy looks like, these are the key elements of it that we focussed on...
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Parental involvement is particularly important, and
parents need to be actively engaged as soon as possible
in the more detailed planning and shaping of future
work.

Until June, I feel very strongly that we should act, and proceed as if we’re going to get it.
That we should continue to establish the governance structure... partnership, community
engagement... that work should not stop... it should actually be strengthened...

There was a strong feeling that this all needs to be
happening during the bid evaluation process. That
planning for success needs to be underway on the
assumption that the bid will be successful. And that there
are things that could be happening now to start to make
the changes to which people aspire.

...keep the impetus up with the parents... working on the good relationships that have
been made... making sure it doesn’t disappear...
...now we’ve got the links with the parents, to try and keep it going... whether we get the
bid or not... as soon as you stop it, that’s going to just fizzle away isn’t it... those links...
... because the strategy was so late, it’s left us a very tiny space to actually come up with
what it will look like... therefore, from now on... we can really start to firm that up, and plan
it... to do that in the partnership... so parents can get involved in shaping it...
...the development team need to stay focussed, once the bid’s been submitted it’s not the
time to sit back and relax...
...we’ve got to plan for success... get all the ducks in order, with the operating model......
and strengthening that partnership with parents and the community... and with senior
leaders... we can’t let any of that slip just because we’ve got the bid in...
In the next two or three months I think we need to be getting ready... getting ready to do
this anyway... getting ready to get into action...looking at what have we already got to
help this model get set up... and what have we not got in place...
...I think we should be cracking on with some of the ways of working... pulling on what
resources we can... there’s a great opportunity to start kicking... things off...
...it’s not a case of - right we’ll hold our breath now until we know – we need to look at
what, in that bid... can practically be worked on... can we start putting into play...

WE’RE COMMITTED: WE’RE GOING TO DO IT ANYWAY
... I don’t think I’ve ever felt in the position where, it would be great to get the money... but I have the confidence that, even if the bid isn’t
successful... there are people who have been involved throughout the process... still... committed to making... the changes...
...I think it’s brought people together, this idea of a big win... but if it doesn’t, I don’t think everybody’s going to crumble and disappear... I think
people will really still want something to happen...
There is strong commitment from all parts of the system that many of the changes identified through the Small Steps project can and should
happen anyway, whether or not the bid is successful.

WHOLE SYSTEM
The work done in preparing the Small Steps bid has highlighted aspects of the whole system that are not currently working as well as they could,
and has identified a number of things that have been learned from the process that could be sustained and integrated into the system in the
future. There is recognition that planning has to start now to implement these changes even if the bid is unsuccessful.
COMMENTARY
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The processes started through Small Steps, the
conversations, the relationships, the partnerships, the
research and reflection are already opening up new
opportunities. The system change process is already
starting.

...all the strategic meetings... about shifting resources to prevention, looking at things as a
system rather than in isolation... we’re already changing the system...
...it’s also been helpful that we’ve been able to utilise some of that, and commission some
additional services regardless of the BIG lottery funding allocation... as it’s given us that
opportunity to sit back and reflect on what the population actually needs...
...it was really helpful, the wellbeing survey... an additional bit of really helpful information
for us, that we will use in our commissioning of services moving forward...
...we’ve got to plan for not being successful... look at working differently anyway...
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The involvement of parents in the Small Steps project has
been seen to have had a huge impact, and people are
now seeing how this central involvement could have an
equally large impact across the whole system.

...I would like to think that... the foundations that we’ve laid will still be built on... still look to
redesign, still look to work in different ways, and still continue with the engagement...

People are already identifying areas where this
greater parent engagement might be developed – in
commissioning, in evaluation and in shaping future
services.
People are recognising that engaging parents and
communities needs to become far more central to all
work in the area.
There is also a real commitment to keeping the
partnership going. The conversations that have been
opened up and the relationships developed across the
system through this partnership can have a real impact
in creating a more cohesive and holistic approach to
working with children and families across the City.

...whether it be through Small Steps Big Changes, but more parents voice, has got to be
absolutely through the system...
...and I think that voice of the parent in this whole thing... there’s potential to use that
voice into any bit of commissioning...
...a citywide parents reference group would be fantastic... and I think to a degree that
needs to sit outside... the traditional system... and it needs to be led and organised by
parents... and there needs to be a system that is happy to listen... to change...
If we don’t get the money, the task there is to take the spirit of the bid... and not lose it...
the whole community engagement... let’s make sure there is a new way of working...
...and we can’t let the engagement of the parents go... there’s too big a commitment
invested in that...
...because it’s got such a high profile now, and so much has happened... it will be a
partnership disaster if we don’t sustain this, and we don’t do something with it, regardless
of the bid win or not... if we don’t keep the partnership strong... all that pent up
enthusiasm... we need to make sure we channel it effectively...
...from my perspective, if we don’t get it, I still feel the same level of commitment to
maintaining the partnership, to pushing and driving for the system change...
...as long as there is hope that something will change, whether that’s through money or
through a different way of working then the partnership will form, and will continue...
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Through this partnership the commitment to shifting
funding within the system towards early intervention and
prevention can be explored and developed.

...I think there are things already where I can see that we need to use that partnership,
irrespective of whether we get the bid or not, and we need to find a way of continuing
that level of engagement...

There can be a greater emphasis on commissioning
evidence based programmes, and on moving funding
to those programmes that can be seen to be having the
greatest impact.

...if we don’t get the bid... the partnership could go under, but I don’t think it will... this has
strengthened the partnership...

The Small Steps project has identified the need to focus
on emotional health and wellbeing of children and
families, and this focus can be applied across all work
that is commissioned.

...if the bid isn’t successful, we need to look at shifting money down the system to 0 – 3s
anyway... which won’t be as fast without the pump priming... I think that’s been really
good for commissioners to have to think about... because it’s really challenging...
...I’d like to see the way services are commissioned change... make sure the services are
constructed in a way that is suitable for parents...
...there’s something to be said for looking at the Board, and maybe... how the Board could
grow to... incorporate a different remit based around what we wanted the outcomes from
the strategy to be... to use that as an opportunity for partners to say... we’ll definitely go
down this joint commissioning route, and we still need to generate these outcomes...
maybe we can... organisationally break down some of the silo working practices, and use
the partnership board for commissioning... would have to take it across the City... scaling...
...I think the evidence based programmes we’re looking at, should happen anyway... we
should make sure that’s in our commissioned services...
...even if we don’t get the money... some of the learning about how to involve parents and
families, how to... focus on the family... on emotional and psychological wellbeing before
you get on to other... more traditional public health areas... is very valid...
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NEW WAYS OF WORKING
The Small Steps process has also highlighted ways in which the relationships between professionals and parents could be reshaped across
services to families and children. There is a will for change, and plenty of scope for introducing changes along the lines identified through the
Small Steps process.
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The Small Steps process has very clearly identified, from
both the parents and practitioners perspectives, the
problems with how services are currently commissioned
and delivered. Changes to this do not require a huge
amount of money, but they do require a fundamental
change in how people work.

...actually, you don’t need the lottery to do that... the... things we’re talking about...
supporting communication skills, the emotional and social wellbeing of children... we don’t
need the lottery, we just need to be committed to making that happen...

Transforming relationships between parents and
professionals is at the heart of this.
Creating a more equal exchange where parents
are recognised as experts in their own lives – using a
strengths based approach that supports parents to find
their own solutions.
Creating a more socially embedded approach which
gives greater priority to the importance of social and
emotional support and connection within families and
communities.

...the Small Steps Big Changes approach... there’s nothing to stop that approach being
embedded into all of these organisations... this is about positive intervention, this is about
congratulating the families for what they’re achieving... and supporting them to develop...
and that’s a fantastic way of working...
...they want a different relationship with the people they’re working with – a more equal
relationship... they want support and help at the right time... right time, right place... they
want to be involved in the shaping and delivery of this programme, on an equal footing...
...the other message that’s come through is when I do engage with services I want to feel
like you’ve got time for me, and it’s about the things that I want to talk about, and not
necessarily the script that you might have to go through...
What I’ve heard more than anything else is that people want to talk to people... it does
feel like, it’s that sense of... not being judged... they want to be supported, but they also
want some sort of connection to the people supporting them...
... the idea that they are the expert... not necessarily in the issue... they’re the expert about
themselves, and their context, and their family... and that needs to be appreciated a lot
more... and they want people to engage on that level... on a personal level...
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Developing locality based and peer led projects which
improve engagement and strengthen communities.
Working closely with parents and practitioners, on
the ground, can help find many different and locally
appropriate ways of supporting this approach, which
don’t necessarily require the levels of funding
anticipated through the bid.

...it’s about... very basic things that need to be put in place... people empowered... given a
way to find a solution then they’ll sort it out for themselves...it’s not rocket science... it’s
things any parent... any person would want really... would expect...

Alongside this is the recognition that things shouldn’t
be over complicated, that they should be kept simple,
and set up in such a way that they are sustainable, at
a community level, beyond any initial pump priming
funding.

...it’s... made me think we need to go back to basing our staff in the neighbourhoods...
we’ve lost those local links... we should be sat out there in the community...not just the
staff on the ground... it’s important for the managers to be part of that process...

...the idea of providing skills to the people who support them... I think a number of
practitioners started to really realise how they might change the way they work with
people... talk to people...

...even if we don’t get the money we want to take this way of working forward... work in a
community development approach, build on that... share some of that...
..and a conversation with our parents around how do we make this work... in terms of
parents delivering... and if we haven’t got all of the money that would have supported this,
how do we do it a different way... is there something through volunteering and rewards in
other ways...
...the parents that have engaged with this... they’re not extravagant ideas... they are very
sensible ideas that are possible... and that’s what we need to learn from... sometimes we
just do things that are too complicated, we try to be too creative, where it’s the simple
things... that make the real difference, and it’s those things that can be sustained...
...that hope...parents and professionals... the hope that in another ten years time, that
image of an us and them, isn’t there... that would be whole system change...
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MOVING ON: MAKING IT REAL
It is one thing for people to agree that things need to change anyway - it is another to actually make this change happen. There is much that can
be learned from the process so far, from what has worked – using a ‘strengths based approach’ to learning – as well as from things that haven’t
worked as well. Potential problems and obstacles can be identified, and approaches found that can effectively nurture and support the change
process.
WHOLE SYSTEM CHANGE AND SYSTEM IMMUNITY
Any attempt to change a system will be resisted. It can be argued that there is an immunity to change – that which protects us, individually and
as organisations, from challenges and threats can also act to resist positive change. We have all experienced it: exciting ideas and innovations are
introduced and are quickly lost as business returns to usual. It will be a major challenge to start to implement and then sustain the new ways of
working suggested by the Small Steps project.
COMMENTARY
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There is already a sense from some people that the
optimism, energy and genuine engagement and
partnership that was galvanised around the drive to win
the money as the project came together might start to
dissipate.

...I’m now putting my filters back up to get this task done, and I can see and feel myself
doing it...

People are concerned that after this things might just
return to normal.

It will be... problematic if we do get the money... it’s all very well to have this short sprint to
the finishing line demonstrating all this hope and action and intention... but then you’ve
got a ten year programme to steer through...
...as we move forward, we are then locked in... it all becomes a bit more definite... and it
will feel a lot more like the old system... we have to guard against that in some way...
...everybody wanted it to happen, and wanted it to be successful, and was focussed on
trying to make it successful... if we are...then it’s the what happens next...up until now
we’ve... talked a pretty good game... it’s always the walking the walk that’s more difficult...
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That silos will re-emerge, especially once there is real
money at stake: that arguments will develop around how
the money is spent and who controls this.

...there is a sense in me... is that only sustainable to the point before you get the money...
we’re making decisions about a possibility... when we’re making decisions about an
actuality... it could feel very different...

Everyone recognises that the leverage, switching funding
to early intervention and prevention, is going to be really
challenging, and will be severely tested as the local
authority faces yet further cuts to frontline services.

...there’s bound to be a lot of... arguments, disagreements... lack of consensus on exactly
how the money gets spent... one of my fears is that we’ll just get bogged down in how to
spend the money...

There are also concerns, as further cuts bite, that there
will be pressures to use any new money coming into the
City through the Small Steps

...if we’re not careful we might spend an inordinate amount of time on the bureaucracy
around the money... spending so much time on the money, at the expense of the
change... the transformation...
... it all seemed to be very simple and easy, you can just move things and people
commission things differently... that’s all very well, but in reality it’s about decommissioning
services, it’s about making people redundant... it’s about public being up in arms because
you’ve stopped X... so it’s much, much more complex... and I do worry about that aspect
of the bid... a lot...
...finance... the shift... I worry that if that starts too quickly then we’ll fall down really
quickly...organisations will retreat back into... their silos...
...persuading that we don’t need as much money in care for the elderly, when clearly
we’ve got a huge amount of fire fighting at this end... where do you start taking the
money from?
...the leverage... tying people down... there are still discussions to be had about that...
...and actually coming up with some of those leveraged funds... making sure that if some
of the outcomes start getting delivered, that some of the people who said they were
going to cough up some money actually cough up some money...
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All these pressure are very real, and will need to be
faced. The maturity of the partnership and strength of
relationships will be critical to resist these – and time and
energy will need to be spent on nurturing and supporting
these relationships.

...we also need to make sure that people who are pledging their leverage funds see that
through... I think the commitment will be there, the capacity will be there, the parents will
be there... it’s just making sure we don’t have any game playing regards the statutory
organisations...

Everyone has recognised the key role that parents have
played so far in the process. As the immune response is
activated in different parts of the system, parents can be
really important in holding the system to account. Their
role will become increasingly important.

...we need to make sure that partners remain committed to what they said in making sure
those universal services are not cut... and therefore by default it looks like BIG lottery are
filling a gap...
I think the big thing... we need to ensure... the money is additional, it doesn’t become a
gap filler for statutory organisations... that’s the biggest risk...
... people are used to working in certain ways, used to using the same terminology, used
to the same old challenges and obstacles... and despite talking about change, it’s hard to
behave differently... so I think the parents are quite a useful reminder all the time of... we
need to do things differently...
...looking at a partnership where 50% of the Board are parents, and I think if we can
facilitate and skill those parents to take a full part in that Board, then I think they will help
drive it and keep it together, and hold the other partners to account...
...and that’s where the strength of keeping the partnership going, because they might
want to have a fight with CityCare, but they can’t argue with the parents...
...when I went to a couple of the Community Partnerships, I sensed a real commitment
and passion that made me think that even if we... the professionals... wanted it to be
tokenistic, we can’t ignore this...
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WORKING TOGETHER FROM THE GROUND UP
...this is the bit I’d really like to see worked through more... there’s so much learning we can take from the way we’ve engaged through SSBC for
the rest of our services... I’d love to see us facilitating more of this kind of partnership working...
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The Small Steps approach is predicated on creating
very different relationships between parents and
professionals. New Ways of Working, above, describes
what has been learned through the process so far about
how this might be.

I think, they’re not saying ‘do it all for us’ – they’re saying ‘give us the tools to let us do it
ourselves’... and really that’s what any parent wants, what any person wants...

This too is an area where there will be challenges and
resistance to change. Established ways of doing things,
existing power relationships, attitudes and culture will all
create obstacles.
Staff currently feel overstretched, often without the time
or resources to do the job as they feel it should be done.
The way that services are currently commissioned plays a
large part in this and will need to be addressed.

...we’re very performance driven... staff are expected to ask questions, they have to record
that, they have to tick boxes... and that comes down from the commissioning service...
parents say they want us to work differently... we need to be allowed to work differently...
...it’s a different pace to the way we normally work... it’s a different level... it’s realising what
is most important to that parent, and guiding them through... we’ve been so... target
driven by commissioners... that sometimes you have forgotten the real way of working...
...it’s just how you do that in a commissioned world... we’ve got to try to find new ways of
working... we’ve all got so little money to do it at the moment...
...ultimately, it is working with parents and families... it’s certainly made me think about
how I’ve done things in the past... and actually, how we can change practice so... parents
feel they’re being involved... but also... we need to look at how we practice... easier said
than done...
...when you work in an environment where it’s very social care dominated, you quite easily
get into a mindset of a... deficit model...
... It’s that personal touch, and that time for people to sit and listen, to actually get to the
bottom of that... we’ve got a lot of new staff who don’t have those skills...
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There are also problems with the culture of services
as they are currently experienced by parents. This
culture, and the approach of some staff will need to be
challenged and changed across the system. Current staff
training and development programmes around new ways
of working have clearly had only partial success. New
ways of working with staff to change this culture and
grow new skills will need to be explored.

...what has... dug at me has been the bit about the attitude of the staff – this judgemental
bit... for years we’ve been investing in motivational interviewing... all the other
programmes... all about an assets based, positives based approach, and yet... that
message kept coming up again and again...

There is also a huge assumption that parents will want to
be involved in the project in the ways currently proposed.
Work needs to be started immediately in each of the
areas, with local parents and community organisations to
really start to explore what parents really want to be
involved in, and how involved they want to be.

...it’s about having the right people in place... that’s key... at all levels really... people with
good communication skills, good organisational skills, good listening skills, empathy...
team workers...

People are also aware of the huge differences between
the different areas in the Small Steps programme – in
the diversity of communities, and in existing community
resource and organisation in each of the areas.

...what do we have to do to get everybody... particularly some of the health professionals...
how do we move those staff on... in the highly pressurised, busy roles that we have, you’re
not allowed time to do that...

...one of the most powerful parts of our model is parents being at the heart of it, and
delivering support to other parents... so we need to do some early work... a big focus on
who are the parents who will deliver this, how will we recruit them, and what support are
they going to need... and how do we start to get that into place...
...it’s about building those connections in the community... not so much running before
you can walk...getting some community connections going... that kind of groundwork... to
get the basics there... because we have got a massively diverse population here...
I’m a big believer in... having people running stuff on the ground... I think a lot of people...
who run things from an office are quite detached from what really goes on, they think
they know what’s needed, when in actual fact... parents, or playworkers... they know more
what’s needed, and what works...
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There is a recognition that this means that the project will
need to be shaped differently in each of these areas,
appropriate to the local conditions. This can only be
done by parents and staff working together, on the
ground.

...there are different communities, different areas, so what works for one doesn’t
necessarily work for the other...

This sensitivity to local context will need to be addressed
through appropriate engagement processes wherever
‘scaling up’ is considered.

...we need to start looking at the context of different areas because they’ve got different
resources... different things going on... different opportunities... we need to thematically
bring people together, like the strategy days... in each ward...

Staff will need to be creatively engaged alongside
parents to help re-imagine and shape the new ways of
working. Only by being actively engaged in the shaping
process appropriate to local culture and experience will
staff and parents be able to take ownership of the
approach. To be enduring and sustainable Small
Steps will have to be grown from the ground up.

...I think there is a continual challenge around how do you scale up...

...I think the geographical focus in this is so important, because different geographical
communities are going to want this to look a bit different...

...staff... know the community, and know the problems... we have got an angle on what’s
going on in the area, and we would be really pleased to be involved in something...
...it’s about how you engage and mobilise the community... wherever there’s an
opportunity to shape resources in a particular way... starting to change lives in the
community in a different way... we need to be exploring those...
...it is a different way of working, and it really worries me that people that haven’t been
through all that process that I’ve been through will actually get it....
...we want to be involved in the decisions... it’s important... each area is very different,
totally different...
...the same for staff... what do they want for the area?... we’ve all got a connection... we’ve
all got an investment...

BROADENING ENGAGEMENT
...this is the bit I’d really like to see worked through more... there’s so much learning we can take from the way we’ve engaged through SSBC for
the rest of our services... I’d love to see us facilitating more of this kind of partnership working...
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THIRD SECTOR
The Small Steps approach proposes a more localised
engagement through existing organisations and
partnerships – many of whom have not yet started to
engage with the programme. Engaging the third sector
is crucial.
This raises issues about the capacity of third sector
organisations and how they can be supported and
developed to participate.
Maybe more importantly, it raises questions about how
the programme is set up and commissioned to support
local and sustainable partnerships that retain what’s
positive in the culture of the sector, and don’t simply
absorb it into an unchanged system.

...there’s an increasing chasm between groups’ willingness and ability to be as involved as
they would like to be... their capacity to deliver... as opposed to their willingness, is
something that is going to need a lot of attention...
...I think third sector capacity to deliver the programmes is a concern... if we commission...
we need to be sure that whoever we’re commissioning for this programme can do it, and
can do it and deliver it effectively, do the monitoring, do the evaluation... we’ve made a
commitment that we want to commission local third sector...
...if the funding is granted... there’s a more thorough voluntary sector engagement role
required, and voluntary sector capacity building... workforce development...
...while ever voluntary sector services are... absorbed by the public sector... and then
become part of the political process... you don’t get them back...
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THE SYSTEM....

...I was surprised... I would have seen them (Children’s Centres) as absolutely core...

Staff working in the localities are not yet engaged in the
programme, and as discussed above, this engagement
is absolutely essential to the success of the programme.

...I have found the lack of awareness of SSBC within the Children’s Centres quite sad...

Existing Children’s Centres have only been marginally
involved, and they will need to be rapidly brought into
the project. Involving schools will be essential to shifting
funding in the long term and the longer term
sustainability of the project.

... for the next phase... there’s a real piece of work... about how we get the schools really
on board... because... financial sustainability will come that route...
...a key one, that is missing... is schools...... they’re probably going to feel and notice the
most benefit... going forwards they are going to have to be a key partner and key player...
if it does work well... they’d want to fund it...

... AND BEYOND
Possibly the most important missing voice is children.
They, and improving their life chances and opportunities
need to be right at the heart of everything that is done.
Within the communities, many missing voices have
already been identified – and there will be many more.
A lot of work will need to be developed to engage these
communities, and this is not just about social justice
– without this broad diversity it will be impossible to
develop innovative and appropriate solutions.

...children... nobody’s talking about the children... where they fit into it, or what it means
for them...
...at the meeting that I went to... I didn’t feel there were enough of a cross section of the
community represented... minority groups, but also the old St Anns families... also, we
have lots of asylum seekers, refugees...
I haven’t noticed many young parents... young parents don’t tend to get involved,
because they don’t have the confidence... they are fearful of being judged...
...I think a lot of our families, because we’re quite multicultural... particularly the mothers
wouldn’t put themselves forward for something like that...
...missing voices... the disabled community... they’ve been missing completely...
...we’re always going to have missing voices... are these hard to engage communities, or
are we, as service providers, the ones who are hard to engage with?

POSTSCRIPT
PERSONAL JOURNEYS
People came into the project with completely different hopes and expectations, but through their involvement developed a remarkably common
sense of what might be achieved, the excitement and enthusiasm that brings a project like this to life, and the commitment to make something
happen. System change, at the end of the day, is about individuals within the system changing – this project has already started this process.
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Most people reflected that being involved in the Small
Steps project had been a really important learning
opportunity.

...I felt a real connection and belief in the project...

The involvement of the parents, in particular, has had a
huge impact on some of the professionals and system
leaders.

...and I’m going to... use the learning from this to influence at every single opportunity...
looking at our own organisation and what we can learn from that engagement... it just
makes you see things in a completely different light...
...I’ve learned an awful lot during the process...

Some found it demanding and challenging, but in a way
that gave opportunities for reflection and learning.

...I feel I’ve been very privileged to be part of it... overall it’s been hard work, but it’s been...
really good for me, personally... challenged me in lots of ways...

Many parents commented on how valuable they had
found the process, and how it had really increased their
self confidence – inside and outside the project.

...overall the experience has been incredibly valuable... very demanding...

People reflected not just on their personal learning,
but also on how this learning was valuable for their role
within their organisations.

...I think I’m more confident in my opinion... I’m more confident talking to my partner
about it... I do think I’ve changed...
...I’ve really enjoyed it... it makes you proud to be part of the group...
...coming from a person like me... I really don’t have any confidence at all... and I actually
spoke to loads of people, so I’m dead proud of myself...
...The biggest change in me... having that nice feedback, that was overwhelming... that
makes me grow a bit more inside... what I did had a value....
...the experience, for the organisation, has been hugely positive... huge, positive learning...
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