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INDEPENDENCE – Does it matter?

Many YIACS have been concerned about the potential impact of the Connexions Service on their identity. In this article, adapted from a speech given at a conference in December on the future of the Community Legal Service, James Kenrick, Youth Access’ Advice Services Development Manager, defends the principle of advice agencies’ independence. 

Partnership working, involving public, private and voluntary sectors, is a feature of many government initiatives, including the most significant initiative for young people’s advice services: Connexions. The key partners in Connexions Partnerships are local authority youth services, private sector careers companies and a range of voluntary sector agencies working with young people.

Youth Access’ members, who provide information, advice, counselling and support services to young people, are almost all involved in Connexions in one way or another. At one extreme there are organisations that have been turned into multi-agency Connexions Centres or that have been contracted by their Connexions Partnership to employ Connexions Personal Advisers alongside their other staff and services; and at the other extreme there are agencies whose relationship with Connexions is limited to making and receiving referrals to & from Connexions. 

Over time, our hope is that Connexions will evolve to have a very positive impact on young people’s access to advice, particularly if moves to join up Connexions with the Community Legal Service are followed through. However, there are also lots of dangers for our members associated with full participation, many of which are related to the potential erosion of the principle that advice should be independent……..

Blurring of edges between voluntary and statutory sectors

The first issue I want to raise is the blurring of the edges between the voluntary and statutory sectors. This was already an issue to some extent in the youth advice sector, as some of our members are local authorities that either directly run youth information & advice services or manage services that have been established with charitable status to help bring in external funding. However, even our local authority members are, on the whole, firmly committed to the principle of independence.

This is now more complex. Although Connexions Partnerships - statutorily constituted bodies - are meant to involve all three sectors as equal partners, in practice voluntary organisations remain the poor relations in most places. Partnerships are meant to allocate a minimum of about 5% of their budgets to the voluntary sector. In some cases they treat that as a maximum. 

Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that many of our members have received significant funding from Connexions. At its simplest, this can take the form of receiving funding to expand capacity to deliver agencies’ existing services. It becomes more complicated, however, when an agency is funded to deliver Connexions services directly on behalf of the Connexions Partnership.

It can become very unclear to both client and, in some instances, the provider, who exactly is delivering the advice: is it the previously independent agency or is it the statutory Connexions Service? The Connexions Service’s heavy-handed branding policy complicates this further. 

So how does this affect the core principle, shared across the advice sector, that independence forms the basis of the relationship of trust between client and adviser? 

Clare Dodgson, the new Chief Executive of the Legal Services Commission, argued in a recent interview that the public generally isn’t too bothered about who is giving them advice as long as it meets their needs. I’m not convinced that that’s entirely true, and the experience of one of our member agencies throws such an assertion into doubt. 

The agency, a YIAC, had previously operated independently for a number of years and had a large client base. Then Connexions came along and decided they wanted to use the agency’s high street location - which was owned by the local authority not the agency - as a multi-agency Connexions centre. The local authority agreed, forcing our member agency to share its premises with workers from the youth service, the careers service and social services. Huge Connexions signage was put up in place of the agency’s existing and trusted signage, which had been designed by young people themselves. The agency’s core clientele were immediately suspicious of the ‘new’ service on re-opening and user statistics plunged dramatically.

Youth Access is concerned that agencies delivering statutory services and/or that are heavily branded will be seen by their clients as being too close to the authorities from which they may feel alienated and will lose the confidence of their clients. 

Quality and responsiveness to need

Another issue relates to the independence of the actual advice given by Personal Advisers (PAs) and its quality. PAs are supposed to help clients obtain the benefits they are entitled to, for example, but they are meant to do this in conjunction with JobCentre Plus with whom they have a statutory relationship. We hold concerns about PAs’ ability to identify the limits of their competence to deal with such issues and to make referrals to more appropriate specialist independent advice services.

This leads us on to another related problem, which is that of the nature of the advice given. And, going back to Clare Dodgson’s comment, the issue of whether the advice meets people’s needs. In theory, our members and Connexions PAs each offer advice on pretty much anything a young person may bring through the door. However, whilst housing emerges from agencies’ user statistics as the No. 1 issue for our members, and careers issues represent a relatively small proportion of enquiries to most YIACS, these figures are reversed in the case of Connexions services. There are many reasons for this, but one of the main ones is the central aim of the Connexions Service, which is to reduce the number of young people not in education, employment and training. 

This begs the question: should our members be helping the government to achieve its targets, which may be fleeting and subject to change, rather than working to meet needs that have been identified in the community, which is why most services have sprung up in the first place? Ironically, but potentially helpfully, the very first requirement in the CLS Quality Mark, itself a government initiative, requires agencies to ensure their services are appropriate to the needs of the local community. 

3. Information sharing & confidentiality 

These are all big issues, I think, but perhaps the biggest of all for our members at the moment relates to the government’s policy on information sharing. The Green Paper on Children that was published in September signalled an extension of ‘IRT’ – Identification, Referral & Tracking – which is already a feature of Connexions. The stated aim is to prevent vulnerable children and young people from falling through the net, as Victoria Climbie did. Agencies working with young people will be expected to share data with each other. Although voluntary sector agencies may not be legally obliged to join in, if they don’t they may well become marginalised, and agencies with Connexions funding will be under intense pressure to participate. 

The fear is that information sharing will adversely affect the confidential relationship with the client. Agencies will need to obtain ‘informed consent’ from their clients, but a vulnerable young person may feel unable to say ‘no’ or may decide not to approach the service about more sensitive issues, such as abuse, which will defeat the object of the whole exercise. 

Agencies are also going to need to negotiate information-sharing protocols that don’t compromise their existing confidentiality policies and principles. But it’s very hard for many voluntary agencies to negotiate such protocols unless they are negotiating from a position of strength, for example where they have a secure funding base and the Connexions Partnership needs them more than they need Connexions. There’s already evidence emerging that compliance with imposed, rather than negotiated, protocols, might become part of agencies’ funding agreements in the future. 

Funding

I’ve already mentioned how branding can affect clients’ perceptions of the service’s independence. We’re also quite concerned at the ‘selling out’ effect that accepting funding might have on agencies’ core values and traditional practices. There’s a danger of creeping value change and gradual acceptance and adoption of methods and values that the voluntary sector has traditionally rejected for very good reasons, for example prioritising the sharing of client files over the duty of confidentiality. Values are likely to be eroded more quickly, it is suggested, where there’s a reliance on funding.

As far as the effect on other funding is concerned, the danger is that it will become more and more difficult to obtain funding from other sources beyond Connexions. One of our members has informed us that they are likely to close down after being told by a couple of their funders that they now expected their services to be funded by Connexions - although no money was actually forthcoming from that source either, as Connexions had decided instead to set up a new One Stop Shop just around the corner! On the other hand, some agencies do seem to be finding it easier to draw in external funding, so it’s clearly a mixed picture.

The key question for our members is: can they afford to stay outside Connexions and other government initiatives? And the answer is almost certainly ‘no’ if they want to avoid becoming marginalised. Which means that, as far as possible, they will have to try to work round issues like branding and information sharing in ways that don’t compromise their independence, confidentiality and other principles. Agencies that are able to negotiate from a position of strength are finding ways round these issues, particularly where they’re getting together to negotiate collectively rather than being picked off individually. 
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