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Development of a Partnership for Advice and Information Services for Young People in Dorset

1. Introduction to the Report

This is the draft report of the multi-agency group that was convened to consider the future development of a partnership for advice and information services for young people in Dorset. It represents the work of a group of colleagues from a range of organisations, which either provide or commission advice and information services in the County Council area of Dorset. 

2. Background to the Report

2.1
General Background Information

In the period of their lives known as adolescence, young people are in transition between childhood and adulthood. During adolescence, young people face a range of issues related to the consequences of their growing independence. The majority of these are single, short-term issues, which can often be resolved with relative ease. Alongside these general challenges of the journey through adolescence are the effects of social exclusion. This significant minority of young people is more likely to experience difficulties with school, the criminal justice system and to experience problems related to mental health, drugs or alcohol, housing and abuse. 

As a result of factors identified above young people have higher levels of need for advice and information than other age groups. This often leads to the need to seek support from an independent, third party. This support can vary from practical through to emotional and when it is required, research and experience shows that it is best provided under one roof in a setting that engenders trust sufficiently to discuss personal matters openly. 

In Dorset, a range of providers has worked over the years to provide a service to young people that meet their advice needs. Significantly, a number of dedicated advice and information centres have grown up around the county and their work has been supplemented by centrally provided services such as the Rough Guide and the What Now Helpline. In recent times, the advent of the Connexions Service has further strengthened provision, particularly through the work of its Personal Advisers and partnership with the Youth and Community Service and voluntary sector. 

Although in many ways Dorset has been at the forefront of the development of advice and information services, there is a number of long standing issues at stake. These include the need to ensure a comprehensive and complementary pattern of provision, which is related to need, the equitable funding of existing advice and information centres in the voluntary sector and the development of core standards in relation to both the quality of provision and outcomes. In order to address these, a group of colleagues representing a range of agencies came together in 2003 to review existing provision and to develop a forward strategy. From the outset, the group was at pains to emphasise the value of all services which provide support to young people and to recognise the significant value of a truly mixed range of provision, ranging from mainstream providers such as schools, through to specialised agencies.

2.2 The Involvement of Young People

In order to ensure the involvement of young people in the development of the Partnership, a separate consultative exercise is being conducted to ascertain their views. For further details of this, please contact Anthony May, Head of Youth and Community Service on 01305 225283.

3.
The Drivers for the Development of a Partnership for Advice and Information for Young People
3.1 Advice Seeking Behaviour in Young People

Section 2 of this report describes the need for the provision of advice and information in settings dedicated to young people. Evidence suggests that young people have high levels of need, which are not met through mainstream providers. There are many reasons for this including simple lack of awareness and a feeling amongst young people that they may not be taken seriously, or that their problems will be trivialised in some way. Equally, it is a common mistake for mainstream providers to open mainly during the day, following a pattern designed to suit adults.

A prerequisite for any service carrying out effective work with young people is mutual trust. Many young people hold strong concerns about their parents; teachers or friends finding out that they have sought help, particularly if their problems relate to either home or school. Given this, the attitudes and skills of staff are crucial to the effective delivery of services. Young people look for signs that adult advisers will listen to them and understand and take their problems seriously. Young people also need to feel that their personal information will be dealt with properly once it has been divulged.

Young people seek trust, knowledge and confidentiality in their advisers. Many young people will go to their parents and friends on an informal basis. That said, they recognise the limits of these people and sometimes require more sophisticated help of a specific and/or personal nature. Young people will often approach their youth worker or other trusted independent adult (Personal Adviser, for example) when they need further help. Although these sources do not have specific detailed areas of knowledge, they do represent a vital conduit to those agencies that are able to help. In Dorset this approach has been successful. Most advice and information provision which is specific to young people’s needs has grown up based on the principles of using youth work to attract young people to the provision and to build a relationship based on mutual trust and respect. There is much evidence both in Dorset and elsewhere that this is an effective way to reach young people, especially those, which may be excluded or disengaged in some way. In fact, a study undertaken in Scotland in 1999
 showed that local youth organisations, which provided information and advice, were by far the most popular source of advice for young people where they were given a choice, even over and above parents.

3.2 Characteristics of Advice and Information Services for Young People

Youth Access, the national organisation concerned with promoting advice and information work with young people, has found that there are a number of characteristics specific to services provided by youth organisations
. These are in addition to those, which are shared with mainstream providers, such as being independent, impartial, confidential, accountable and free at the point of delivery.

· Specialist for young people – no adult clients.

· Wide range of help to cater for holistic needs of young people.

· Provision is flexible to ensure responsiveness and availability.

· Care is taken to ensure the psychological as well as physical access to the service.

· Informal settings to build confidence and respect.

· Level of respect for the right to confidentiality difficult to provide in mainstream services.

· Voluntary participation and self-referral by users.

· User involvement – young people involved in the design and delivery of the service.

· Emphasis on empowerment – young people empowered to make their own choices and decisions; control of case kept with the young person not the adviser.

3.3 The Benefits of a Partnership Approach

Sections 3.1 and 3.2 set out the benefits of providing advice and information through services which are specific to young people. In Dorset, over the past ten years a wide range of such provision has developed and in most cases offers an excellent and highly competent youth work and advice service. In recent years, the LINX network has done much to develop co-ordination and consistency to this broad range of providers. That said, the quality and level of advice work undertaken by Dorset’s providers continues to vary. This variance is significant in two ways:

· The wide variation in quality and quantity means that there is no consistent pattern of provision across the County. This is compounded by an inconsistent approach by commissioning bodies such as the County Council, Connexions and the Health Service which have no collective agreement about the levels of need, priority and funding.
· Most providers have their roots in youth work and in the main, relationships with mainstream advice providers have been distant. This has led to a service that is predominantly based on the provision of personal advice work at the expense of the rights based approach adopted by the mainstream providers. A particular issue in this regard is the consistent availability of advice on legal matters, including related areas such as housing and benefits.

It is considered that the development of a partnership approach to advice and information services would help resolve many of the issues outlined above. Specifically, this approach would enable a range of influences and needs to be incorporated into one strategy. In particular, the needs of mainstream services such as Connexions and the County Council’s services (Youth and Community and Health and Social Care, for example) could be integrated with those of the providers from the voluntary and independent sectors. At the same time, an integrated approach would encourage other partners such as the Health Service to engage at a more strategic level. Specifically, in this regard, the current developments around the Government’s Green Paper, Every Child Matters, and the drive for a multi-agency approach to the identification, referral and tracking of young people could be tackled in a more co-ordinated and inclusive way. Equally, the development of a partnership would enable advice and information provision to be incorporated into the Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership and the new Children and Young People’s Strategic Plan. Lastly, this approach will enable more meaningful relationship with the Community Legal Services (CLS), which aims to improve access to information, advice and guidance to the general public. The development of this latter relationship will enable a more effective link between the advice and information provision offered exclusively for young people and the mainstream providers such as Citizens’ Advice Bureaux. At the same time, it should encourage more formal relationships with District and Borough Councils, which play a crucial role in many services for young people, particularly housing.

4.
The Aims and Objectives of the Partnership

The multi-agency group examining the issues contained in this report has also considered the scope, aims and objectives of the partnership for advice and information services for young people. 

4.1
Scope of the Partnership

The partnership for advice and information services in Dorset would incorporate the following:

· Young people, aged 12-25, with an emphasis on those aged 13-19.

· Organisations which currently provide advice, information and/or guidance for young people aged 12-25.

4.2
Aims of the Partnership

The partnership would aim to improve the quality, effectiveness and efficiency of advice and information services to young people. 

4.3
Objectives of the Partnership

The aims of the partnership would be met through the following objectives:

· To bring together the providers of advice, information and guidance into a coherent partnership.

· To agree a common definition for advice, information and/or guidance.

· To map existing provision and to identify gaps.

· To agree a pattern of provision for advice and information services, which meets the needs of all young people.

· To agree a funding regime which is needs-led, fair and open.

· To agree a process for joint planning, integrated with the other main planning processes for children and young people.

· To agree a process for the collection and sharing of management information.

· To agree quality standards for the provision of advice and information services.
4.4
Partnership Values
Successful partnership working rests on agreement and holding the following values:

· The interests of young people are paramount, superceding those of our services. 

· The interests of young people are best served by our services working in partnership.

· All partners are equal.

· We will seek joint ways to overcome obstacles, as they arise.

· We commit ourselves to build and sustain all the components of partnership working.

· We commit ourselves to supressing and rooting out all the seeds of division within partnership. 

· We believe that cross service discussion of good practice will enrich our separate services.

· We will embrace and promote diversity and equality.

· We will bring the very best of our ideas to innovative partnership working.
5. Recommendations in Relation to the Objectives of the Proposed Partnership

In order to move forward with the development of the partnership, the multi-agency group recommends the following in respect of the objectives outlined in Section 4.3.

5.1 Bringing Together Providers

The development of a partnership, which brings together all providers, is the cornerstone of a more inclusive and strategic approach. There are two significant recommendations here.

· The Establishment of an Overarching Partnership

The group recommends the development of a new overarching partnership, which offers representation for both providers and funding organisations.  

In Dorset, the LINX network has already achieved a great deal in terms of bringing together providers and offers an extremely useful starting point. LINX has been particularly successful in attracting funding for the development of training and quality standards, and offering a forum for practitioners to share common issues. That said, in its current form LINX exists to support eight voluntary advice and information centres and by virtue of this it does not include all providers. The group further recommends that the overarching partnership should include a sub-group, which is clearly defined as a support group for practitioners in advice and information settings, recognising the excellent work of LINX in this regard. 

In recommending this, it is recognised that the independence of the individual organisations, which currently make up LINX, is extremely important to them and any revised model must ensure that this is not compromised in any way. At the same time, it is clear that a more inclusive approach is required to meet the aims and objectives of the partnership. It is also recognised that a transition period may be necessary, during which LINX continues to operate in parallel with the developing partnership, with a view to integration.

· Working With the Community Legal Services Partnership

The group recommends that the new partnership agrees a formal link with the Dorset CLSP. 

The group recognises the need to work more closely with the mainstream advice providers and a formal link with the CLSP offers a solution in this regard. 

5.2 Common Definitions

For the purposes of the development of the partnership, the following definitions for giving information, advice and guidance are recommended:

· Giving Information

Giving information is the transfer of data in an understandable form.

· Giving Advice

Giving advice is helping individuals interpret information.

· Giving Guidance

Giving guidance is helping individuals assess their information and advice needs, increasing their self-awareness, helping them make informed decisions and to understand the consequences of their decisions. Giving guidance includes the production of an agreed action plan.


                                                    Information


                                                       Advice

.

                                                     Guidance

5.3 Mapping and Agreeing a Pattern of Provision

Much of the existing provision has grown up on an ad-hoc basis and there has been no consistently applied method of assessing need on a Dorset wide basis. It is recommended that the current multi-agency group conduct a mapping exercise. The results of this exercise can then be incorporated into a early work of the partnership in an attempt to examine current provision and recommended future patterns of services. Such recommendations can then be used to inform future priorities for the development of services and funding (see 5.4).

5.4 Funding Regime

It is recommended that a joint commissioning approach to funding be adopted, with the funding bodies using the model currently being developed for drug and alcohol services. Initial proposals for this model could be developed for a Joint Commissioning Sub Group for consideration by the developing partnership, with a target implementation for 2005/2006. In the meantime, efforts should be made by funding bodies to share information about funding intentions for 2004/2005 in order to begin the process for improving consistency of approach and working to agreed priorities.

5.5 Joint Planning

It is recommended that the partnership work with its partners to ensure that its priorities are incorporated into the following plans for 2004/2005:

· The Children and Young People’s Strategic Plan – the partnership should be represented at the Children and Young People’s Planning Group.

· The Connexions Partnership Business Plan – the partnership should be represented at the Connexions Local Management Group.

· The Youth and Community Service’s Common Planning Framework – the partnership should ensure that the Head of Youth and Community Service includes it in his planning consultation.

5.6 Management Information

It is recommended that a common format for the collection of data, and a process for its collation and distribution, is agreed and implemented by 01st June 2004. Proposals for this to be developed by the multi-agency group in consultation with LINX by 01st May 2004.

5.7. Quality Standards

It is recommended that core standards of quality be adopted by the partnership by 01st September 2004. Existing models such as the CLSP and Youth Access standards should be examined to ensure that the most appropriate are chosen. Current work being undertaken by LINX will help inform this choice.

6. Summary 

Evidence suggests that young people have a high level of need for advice and information. Whilst the breadth and quality of provision available in Dorset is considered to be good, there are issues in relation to its consistency, long term planning and co-ordination. It is the view of the multi-agency group, which has been considering this issue that a more strategic approach could be achieved through the development of a partnership. This report contains a blueprint for achieving this partnership. This now requires support from all providers, funding bodies and other stakeholders if we are to move forwards to offer the strong network of advice and information services necessary to meet the needs of young people.
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