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Connexions: Concerns raised by Youth Access members
Introduction

This document has been compiled by Youth Access using evidence from the following sources:

· A survey conducted in Spring 2002 of Youth Access members’ level of engagement in Connexions

· A three-day residential event held in May 2003 for managers of Youth Access member agencies on the subject ‘Making Connexions Work For You’

· Anecdotal evidence received by Youth Access from members in the course of our day-to-day work, e.g. via telephone and email enquiries or visits to agencies 

The issues covered in this document are not presented as a comprehensive list, rather they are a selection of some of the key and recurring concerns raised by our members. Whilst we feel that the evidence base for this document is sound, we nevertheless intend to conduct a thorough piece of research over the coming months in order to obtain more robust evidence to present to policy makers in government.

Independence 

Independence from government and funders is generally accepted as essential for any advice service. However, concerns have been expressed by youth information, advice and counselling services (YIACS) about the potential erosion of their independence by the Connexions Service and doubts remain about the ability of Connexions personal advisers (PAs) to act independently in the best interests of their clients.

· There is a general feeling that Connexions is dangerously obsessed with branding, as ministers want to see the Connexions brand on every high street, and that this is threatening the independence and identity of existing agencies. 

· Agencies that receive funding from Connexions are usually required to re-brand, to a greater or lesser extent depending upon the policy of the Connexions Partnership. 

· Many YA members have felt under pressure to re-brand and ‘join the club’ even though little or no funding may be forthcoming from their local Connexions Partnership and the benefits (for the agency and its users) of becoming part of the Connexions Service may be unclear. 

· Agencies are concerned about the potential implications for the accessibility of their services if they become perceived by young people as part of a government service. There is evidence from some agencies that re-branding has led to reductions in the number of young people using their services.

· Many YIACS are concerned that if they accept Connexions funding, they will become less responsive to user needs and may be encouraged to shift the focus of their work to meet the Government’s targets and agenda. 

· Agencies are also concerned about the effect of Connexions on the established culture, policies and procedures of their organisation, e.g. as a result of information sharing requirements (see below).

· Doubts have been expressed about whether advice provided by PAs can always be independent and impartial. Particular concern relates to advice on benefits, given the statutory relationship between Connexions and the Benefits Agency, and on housing, given the potential conflicts of interest arising for local authority partners in Connexions Partnerships.

Information sharing & Confidentiality      

This is probably the greatest single area of concern for Youth Access’ members at present. Whilst Youth Access advocates for the maintenance of appropriately comprehensive case records, the level of case recording and information sharing required by Connexions is perceived by agencies as running counter to their long-held ethos of confidentiality, which is at the heart of their accessibility.

· Many YIACS feel that Connexions’ information sharing requirements threaten the confidential relationship with clients and will reduce their accessibility.

· Some agencies have reported the imposition of information sharing protocols without adequate consultation or negotiation. 

· Information sharing is often one of the strings attached to the receipt of funding from Connexions, giving agencies a dilemma: either to accept the funding and change long-established ways of working or to stick to principles and eschew funding opportunities.

· Information sharing between Connexions and voluntary sector YIACS is simply not happening in some areas for a variety of reasons, including: confidentiality concerns; culture clashes; lack of vol. agency capacity (incl. IT); failure to agree workable protocols; disagreement about what constitutes ‘informed consent’.

· Agencies are worried about the Government’s plans to extend IRT (identification, referral and tracking).

Referral practice

The nature and quality of referral relationships between YIACS and Connexions PAs appears to vary widely. 

· Some YIACS have reported receiving very few referrals from PAs and wonder what PAs do with their clients when they reach the limit of their competence.

· Other YIACS have reported receiving a large number of referrals from PAs, e.g. for counselling or welfare benefits advice, but have complained that they have not received any new resources to cope with the increased demand for their services.
· Some YIACS say they make quite a few referrals to PAs, finding the PA resource helpful, e.g. for labour-intensive work such as providing long-term ongoing general support to some young people or being able to accompany young people to appointments at other services. 

· Other YIACS make relatively few referrals to PAs.

· Identified reasons for poor referral relationships include: a lack of trust in the quality of the other agency’s work; lack of awareness of precisely what the other agency does; competitiveness; and a tendency to hold on to clients too long.

Quality 

Both YIACS and Connexions Partnerships appear to be confused in many cases in their approaches to implementing quality standards. At the same time there is a level of mistrust in the standards of other agencies’ work.

· YIACS are often overwhelmed by the myriad of quality standards that are relevant to their work and how these fit with Ofsted’s Inspection Frameworks for Connexions Partnerships and Youth Services. 
· Relevant standards include: Youth Access Quality Standards for YIACS; the Community Legal Service Quality Mark; Quality standards for advocacy services for children and young people; Quality standards for drug & alcohol services; Quality standards for sexual health services; ‘matrix’ standards for information, advice & guidance services (careers). 
· YIACS appreciate the development of clear quality assurance strategies by their Connexions Partnership and local authority, but these are often absent.
· There is some concern that overly directive approaches to quality assurance from Connexions Partnerships could push agencies towards standards that are inappropriate. 

· Some agencies have reported concerns about the quality of PAs’ work compared to that of pre-existing services,

Partnership working 

Evidence of effective partnership working between Connexions Partnerships and voluntary agencies is extremely patchy, with YIACS complaining of difficulties having their voices heard. 

· Many agencies complain that there is a power imbalance within their partnership, with private sector careers companies often perceived to be too dominant, too directive and insensitive to the values and principles of the voluntary sector. 

· Some YIACS complain that their expertise in providing holistic information, advice and counselling services to young people is ignored, whilst others complain that it is exploited without recognition, whether financial or merely attributory. 

· Some agencies admit to becoming more inward-looking and defensive about their services, leading to a reluctance to work closely with their Connexions Partnership and to share information. 

· The voluntary sector reps sitting on partnership boards and local management committees are often felt not to represent the sector.

· In several areas agencies have reported an unhealthy reliance on personalities, e.g. if a good PA or Connexions development worker leaves, relationships go back to square one again. 

· Some agencies have identified the need for better local, regional & national infrastructure to help YIACS engage with Connexions. 

· Many YIACS have lost staff to Connexions, as it can pay higher salaries, reinforcing the perception of Connexions as competition and exacerbating recruitment and retention problems. 

Funding / cost-effectiveness

Following high expectations that Connexions would be a cash cow for YIACS, 

many agencies have become disillusioned about their prospects of obtaining funding that will improve services to users.

· Although most YIACS are expected to contribute to the work of Connexions, and many have experienced increased demand for their services as a result of Connexions, many have not received any funding from Connexions at all. 

· There were expectations that Connexions would pay to meet identified needs – agencies feel let down that this isn’t happening and that funding is often being directed towards meeting Government targets. 

· Some agencies have questioned where the money going into Connexions nationally has gone. The perception is that it isn’t coming through to the voluntary sector or, in some places, into direct delivery at all, and that too much is going into bureaucracy & branding instead. 

· Money that has come through to YIACS has tended to be small beer and is often distributed chaotically, e.g. needs to be spent quickly at short notice, giving no time to develop long-term projects in response to user needs.

· Many CxPs are still using the old Govt. funding model of providing uncertain and small-scale funding to voluntary sector, e.g. under an ‘Innovation’ pot for small-scale short-term projects. 

· There appears to be little funding available for the specialist services PAs need to refer to (e.g. housing advice, benefits advice, drug & alcohol work, specialist counselling, work with young parents etc.) – the vast majority of the funding for direct delivery is perceived to be going into PA work itself, leaving PAs with no one to refer to and encouraging PAs to hold on to clients inappropriately.

· Agencies feel frustrated that their Connexions Partnerships don’t tend to view them as a cost-effective alternative. There is some evidence that it is considerably cheaper to ‘buy’ a PA from the voluntary sector than from a private careers company or a local authority. There is also a feeling that, due to the voluntary sector’s track record of conducting this kind of work and of engaging with NEETs, it is likely to get better results.

· Some YIACS have reported increased difficulties obtaining funding from elsewhere as other funders think Connexions should be paying. One agency linked this problem to their Connexions branding. Others fear they might be perceived by funders as duplication of Connexions.

· Negotiation of funding contracts with Connexions Partnerships can be dependent on agreeing to re-brand and share information.
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