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Executive summary
Introduction
As the VERU is in the early stages of operation, a process evaluation was undertaken to understand
what was done and, critically, how it was done. This evaluation focuses on the perspectives of the
VERU team, delivery partners, and people engaged in and supported by the work of the VERU, and
on the work of the YIS team and related activities as the signature interventions of the VERU that
reflect key aspects of local change-making.
The evaluation had five main aims:
•

•
•
•
•

build a local model of change focused on the practice-based perspective of the VERU team,
with additions from delivery partners, strategic stakeholders, and those engaged in
interventions delivered and funded by the VERU;
explore how the VERU model of change works in practice;
understand the work of the VERU in the context of a network or system of people and
organisations affected by and responding to violence and exploitation;
gather perspectives from a range of key stakeholders on the purpose, effectiveness, and
challenges of the VERU; and
identify key learning points for the VERU to take forward into strategy, process
development, system-building, and intervention practice.

To meet the above aims, the evaluation reviewed administrative data and processes, held
workshops to develop the local model of change, completed in-depth case studies, and conducted
interviews with a range of key stakeholders. In all, almost 40 interviews were undertaken with a
variety of leaders, managers, technical, and front line staff across different organisations.
Model of change
Frontline VERU workers described the purpose of their work as ‘saving lives’. This was meant in two
ways: firstly, literally – their intervention was described as helping to provide safety and remove
threats to life, and sometimes even as being the difference between life and death, either because
of an immediate risk or because of future consequences of a current situation. Secondly ‘saving
lives’ meant realising the potential and full health and wellbeing of young people and the wider
community. This goal of saving and actualising potential applies across a wide spectrum of
exploitation and violence: from vulnerable people needing a safe platform and resources to live the
lives they wish to live and are capable of living; to people already involved in violent crime.
‘Realising potential’ is an asset-based way of framing the work and relating to the people involved in
it. It contrasts with impact described in terms of disrupting and prosecuting of offenders, and
reducing young people’s involvement in violence and exploitation.
The VERU’s model of achieving this change is summarised below. The outer circle describes the set
of contributions required from the VERU, partners, local community, and wider society. These
contributions help to create the conditions for change, including building individual capacity, social
networks, community-based resources, and supportive culture/norms. The inner circle describes
the set of tasks that an individual can undertake to move from experiencing (the risk of) violence
and/or exploitation and become more health-oriented. Opportunities to initiate these tasks may
exist in ‘reachable moments’ and will then develop through reflection, practice, and resourcing. The
model shows the main relationships within the system, rather than all possible interconnections of
its constituent parts.
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Bedfordshire VERU system model

In the outer circle, the VERU and other stakeholders in the system generate opportunities for
change by raising awareness of the VERU, building capacity and partnerships, and analysing data.
This in turn supports creating the necessary cultural capital – the conditions, attitudes and values
needed to support the process of change for individuals, families, peer networks, and wider
communities. In particular, the VERU enables change through relationships built on the lived
experience of practitioners and their ability to connect to those they work through this shared
experience of violence and exploitation. This helps to create an important bridge to a life outside of
violence and exploitation.
The VERU uses diagnostic tools to help individuals, VERU staff and other agencies and supporters to
assess situations and journeys away from violence and exploitation, understand options and choices,
and to see and have confidence in their trajectory. Use of these tools facilitates regular reflection
and support, and captures evaluative evidence about the distance travelled by individuals, families,
organisations and communities.
The model explicitly recognises the traumatising effects of violence and exploitation and the specific
needs of attending to trauma, from processing traumatic stress with expert help to designing and
providing services and support that understand and respond to the needs of people who have
experienced trauma. This recognises that people experiencing post-traumatic effects may not have
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the mental bandwidth to pursue the lives they wish to live and are capable of living, and that various
social, economic, or criminal justice sanctions will not change that.
The model also develops social and community capital – the resources available through direct and
indirect relationships with local people and institutions that assist journeys of desistance and
recovery. This takes in both specific VERU interventions that capacity-build local residents and
organisations, and the wider building of a place-based network of knowledge and resources that
permeates all layers of the community.
The inner circle begins with a ‘reachable moment’ in which someone experiencing violence or
exploitation connects to some internal or external resource that can catalyse change, even if
momentarily. The job of the wider system is to generate these opportunities for change, as
described above.
This moment progresses/deepens into a resolve to exit the self-perpetuating system of ‘shifting the
burden’ – they move away from dealing with problems such as a lack of socio-economic
opportunities, agency, community belonging, self-esteem, unresolved trauma, mental health
problems in problematic ways, and move towards health-oriented solutions. In short, they begin to
undertake an identity shift. As this nascent identity strengthens, investment in the process of
desistance and recovery is increasingly prioritised. Trauma is processed and integrated as required
and as possible, usually once there is sufficient internal and external support.
Through this process of reflection and practice, the individual progresses their journey by
acquiring/utilising further desistance/recovery capital. This leads to an increasing sense of
belonging, inclusion, participation and citizenship. The final part of this system therefore reframes
the goal of ‘saving potential’ in health terms.
Components of the model of change were discussed with VERU staff to identify its ‘signature
elements’ – the key parts of change-making that were viewed to be most important in how the
VERU works. These were identified as taking a trauma-informed approach, focusing on exploitation,
working through lived experience, and coproduction through community capacity building.
Taking a trauma-informed approach
A trauma-informed approach (TIA) is considered to be one that utilises a sophisticated
understanding of how trauma affects a person’s neuro-biological, psychological and social
development and behaviour. The case study of the VERU’s TIA shows how they have supported a
family directly and indirectly experiencing violence to become more emotionally stable and
physically safe. The family describe their work with the VERU as being of enormous benefit to them:
it has been “an inspiration”. The family contrast their experience of the VERU with that of other
agencies, who sometimes added to, rather than helped problems, including feeling re-victimised and
being told what to do, as opposed to being helped to help herself. They have felt “cared for and
understood.”
The VERU’s work is shown to have a significant impact on the social and community-based support
network around the family. The VERU’s intervention has increased access to resources through
different agencies, and in establishing trust, building self-worth, and empowering individuals to
reach out for support, the VERU has helped to make people aware of local services and their
entitlement to them, and helped give them the confidence to proactively engage them. This can
have the short-term effect of increasing use of resources and associate costs, which is a
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consequence of the system (including the people within the family unit) being unable to prevent
significant needs and crises from occurring. However, in building individual and community
capabilities and by coordinating an effective multi-agency response, use of resources may be
decreased over the longer-term. It is important to recognise that higher use of resources and costs
are not ‘bad’ outcomes per se, just as lower use of resources and costs not necessarily good if it does
meet the required need.
Numerous key factors, processes and qualities of taking a TIA assist in helping to make the VERU’s
work effective. In employing staff with lived experience of trauma, their ability to share their
experience of trauma and recovery is judiciously utilised to help build rapport and develop trusted
and empathetic relationships. Risks of re-traumatisation, secondary victimisation, and vicarious
traumatisation in both clients and staff are recognised and managed. The VERU’s work minimises
the risks of re-traumatising clients by being person-centred and alert to signs of distress in clients;
and staff are also well-supported and managed to help avoid vicarious trauma and burnout.
The VERU employ practical tools effectively, such as drawing up safety plans in collaboration with
clients to reduce contact with former negative influences and promote safety. Emotional elements
include giving clients a safe, non-judgemental space in which to air and share their feelings and
emotions while feeling ‘held’.
Trustworthiness and transparency are key features of the VERU’s TIA. Collaboration and mutuality
also emerged as important ingredients, ranging from VERU workers collaborating with one another,
to sharing with and supporting other organisations through multi-agency working, to coproducing
resilience with their clients.
Finally, empowering clients is a fundamental aspect of the VERU’s TIA, and concerned resourcing
clients with knowledge and skills; helping or encouraging them to make small proactive decisions or
actions on their own; helping them to express themselves and give them a voice; and allowing and
encouraging them to makes positive choice that reflects that reflect their needs and preferences.
Child Criminal and Sexual Exploitation
The Bedfordshire VERU is the only one of 18 Home Office funded units across the country to choose
to have an explicit focus on exploitation by incorporating it into its very name (the other 17 are
VRUs). Child exploitation concerns the use of children by others, often resulting in harm to the child.
Child exploitation is usually divided into two categories: child sexual exploitation (CSE) and child
criminal exploitation (CCE). CSE is a form of child sexual abuse and takes advantage of a power
imbalance to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18 into sexual
activity. CCE occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of a power imbalance to coerce,
control, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18. CCE is a common
component of county lines operations. More generally exploitation can involve a three stage
process of (i) recruitment, leading to (ii) control, leading to (iii) exploitation.
The case study of the VERU’s work on exploitation shows how they supported a girl (and her family)
to recover from being groomed by a local gang, before being criminally and sexually exploited.
Through the work of the VERU, the girl no longer has gang connections, and has grown her selfworth and confidence. She also now has renewed hopes and dreams for her future. This has been
achieved by working collaboratively with the girl, and her family. The girl’s network of individuals
and organisations from whom she can derive help and support has expanded since her and her
family’s involvement with the VERU. This has been assisted by effective multi-agency working, with
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regular core meetings with all the professionals working with the girl, including the VERU, social
services, education, and CAMHS, and by the VERU signposting the girl and her family to other
organisations for help. The girl’s social networks have shifted substantially: before her contact with
the VERU she was associating with gang members, had few friends at school who could provide
support or a positive influence, and was bullied by her peers. After engagement with the VERU, the
girl has a boyfriend who is a positive influence in her life, is involved with his friendship circle, and
has begun to make tentative new friendships herself. At the same time, she has also eschewed her
old social networks.
There are numerous critical success factors in the VERU’s work on exploitation. Taking a
person/child-centred approach enables trust and rapport, voice and choice, collaboration, and
prioritises the young person’s physical, mental and emotional needs and wellbeing. As with
delivering a TIA, the VERU staff’s own lived experience of trauma may sometimes be used in order to
facilitate the work. Appropriate sharing of personal experiences of exploitation can help to build
trusting, empathetic, effective and lasting relationships. VERU professionals are mindful of the
potential for secondary victimisation and re-traumatisation and manage this well through their TIA.
A key means of minimising feelings of self-blame is through VERU staff imparting information
surrounding the grooming, control and exploitation process with exploited young people and their
families. VERU staff achieve this through various formal and informal sessions and exercises,
including those on CCE, CSE, gang culture, spotting the signs of exploitation, and drill music.
Educating victims and families about exploitation has a powerful role to play in empowering them.
Once exploitation has been recognised and victims have sought help and begin the work of
rebuilding their lives, it is crucial that they be kept safe from further and future exploitation and
harm. This work has included coproducing safety plans around, for example, what to do in the event
of being contacted by, or running into, those who have exploited them in the past. This
coproduction further increases the sense of empowerment, choice and control experienced by
clients. In addition to keeping young people and their families physically safe, the VERU ensure
emotional and psychological wellbeing is supported to further minimise the risk of future
exploitation by building self-esteem and confidence, and gaining trust and confidence in their
decision-making.
The VERU also coordinates effective multi-agency working in dealing with exploitation, as young
people and their families come into contact with a myriad of agencies and individuals, some by
necessity (e.g. the criminal justice system) and some by choice (e.g. therapeutic support). The VERU
supports effective inter-agency communication and collaborative decision-making as to the most
appropriate person to deliver any given service. The VERU recognises the need both to be able to
access a wide range of different services with or on behalf of the client, in addition to minimising the
burden on the client of dealing with too many people.
Developing community capacity
In its first year, the VERU invested significant time and resources in building capacity and networks
through partnership working with community-based organisations to produce initiatives for local
young people who are at risk of/victims of/engaged in violence and/or exploitation. The evaluation
explored the relationship between the VERU and the Mary Seacole Housing Association, and how
this partnership developed capacity within each organisation and the individuals supported through
a common initiative – a barbering project.
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In broad terms, the VERU has helped Mary Seacole by offering financial funding, support, guidance,
evaluation, feedback, promotion, networking, and its own unique knowledge and expertise. It has
helped to upskill Mary Seacole staff through training sessions and to raise awareness and knowledge
about exploitation and violent crime. Working with the VERU on the project has also built capacity
within Mary Seacole by increasing its exposure, networking, and reach beyond the local community.
This in turn has helped Mary Seacole to work effectively with young people on issues around
violence and exploitation, expanding the reach and impact of the VERU’s model of change by
distributing and embedding its practices in local community organisations. Impacts on young people
include improvements to self-confidence, self-worth, life skills, technical skills, employability,
entrepreneurship, resilience, reflective capacity, hope, and aspirations. These are key expressions of
the VERU’s model of change: building recovery and desistance capital and becoming socially and
economically included.
Good partnership working has been key to achieving the aims of the project. The nature of the
relationship between the two organisations reveals several critical success factors: working towards
a common purpose; having a similar ethos and system of beliefs; sharing a mutual understanding of
the value of each other’s unique contribution; honest and open communication; sharing and acting
upon feedback; and having respect and trust for one another. This has led to the organisations
achieving more significant impact working together than they could have alone, through, for
example, having greater resources and knowledge, combining different ways of working, and
facilitating mutual learning.
Working through a lived experience model has again been valuable, helping to build rapport, gain
trust and form empathetic relationships. In addition, the project has taken a co-productive
approach by taking on board young people’s views and feedback on sessions, in addition to giving
young people some ownership over the project, which is customised and tailored to fit their needs.
The work is therefore illustrates the effectiveness of co-production, community development, and
community capacity building in practice. Broadly, it highlights how delivering community initiatives
can help foster trust, build relationships and create change from the ground up.
Working through lived experience
All case studies described above – taking a trauma informed approach, working on exploitation, and
building community capacity – draw on working through lived experience as a key enabling factor,
and a specific case study was undertaken to focus on this dynamic as a key part of the VERU’s model
of change.
Building trusting and respectful relationships with young people is essential to the VERU’s work.
Central to this, particularly when working with hard to reach young people entrenched in crime
and/or gang activity, is being able to draw on and connect through shared experiences in order to
strong and meaningful personal connections between the helper and those being helped, often
facilitated through a storytelling approach.
A lived experience practitioner can be seen as a ‘cultural intermediary’ who is able to cross the
boundaries between different cultures and spaces and communicate their understanding of people
through their personal experience rather than through professional language. This creates a bridge
between the individual’s world and wider communities, and thus the hope of belonging in different
worlds and how to affect this change. Managing the psychological distance between worlds well
over time can be particularly important when working with young people involved in violence,
exploitation and/or gang activity.
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The case study of working through lived experience with a young male adult entrenched in crime
and gang activity undertaken in this evaluation illustrates the added value of the approach. When
the young man was given a custodial sentence, this created a ‘reachable moment’, enabling a VERU
Youth Intervention Specialist (YIS) with relevant lived experience to engage with him.
As a former gang leader, the YIS worker has a compelling story to share and is a compelling
storyteller. In sharing his own story, the YIS worker illustrated the way in which he changed his own
life and modelled an alternative path and hope for a different future for the young man in the
process. This enabled a potential shift in identity, which is a key part of resolving to seek and make
permanent change. The authenticity and credibility demonstrated by the YIS worker is also a
significant part of engaging with young people via lived experience.
While there are differences in age, ethnicity, and geography of experience between the YIS worker
and the young man, the case study demonstrates how lived experience can transcend such
differences between people, and how establishing an initial common ground can reveal further
commonalities (such as class, family dynamics, and experiences of mental health problems) and
deepen the connection, trust and intimacy between people.
All stakeholders in the case study contrasted working through a lived experience approach, with the
‘traditional’ forms of engagement previously experienced by the young man. As the young man had
low levels of trust and respect in authority figures from a young age, there was a large psychosocial
gap to close for anyone wanting to connect to him. Staff in statutory agencies often do not have live
experience to draw on and may work to different boundaries around self-disclosure. Use of lived
experience is a powerful tool to foster trust through the shared understanding and experience of
being involved in gangs and committing crime, and enables lived experience workers to ‘show’
through personal experience and storytelling, rather than ‘tell’ from a professional perspective.
While it is too early in the young man’s journey to describe the impact of the VERU’s intervention, an
appreciable difference can already be seen. The young man is thinking differently about his identity
and future, reflecting on his attitude and behaviour, and working on staying calm and educating
himself. He has also kept up regular engagement with the VERU, providing a platform for further
growth.
Stakeholder perspectives
Stakeholder interviews were undertaken with a range of senior leaders across the Home Office,
Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Bedfordshire, local police, local authorities, local
schools, community organisations, representatives from other VRUs in England familiar with
Bedfordshire VERU’s work, and the Bedfordshire VERU management team.
Views on the VERU from stakeholders across all sectors were uniformly positive. This took in
perspectives on the aims of the VERU and its approach in achieving these aims, its relationships, and
its processes. Those commenting from a police perspective (both within and beyond Bedfordshire)
made the strongest remarks about the VERU adding value to policing and complementing and
supporting its work. Those who did not work for the VERU or who were not part of the local
partnership, viewed the VERU positively and favourably to other VRUs where they were able to
make that comparison. There was a strong sense that the VERU has worked hard to establish itself
and to start to build and coordinate a local system of change.
The critical success factors identified by the stakeholders interviewed as part of the evaluation
closely mirrored those identified in developing the model of change. These included the leadership
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of the VERU, its multi-agency collaborative approach, its work on data sharing and integration, the
recruitment of people with relevant lived experience as part of the team, and its relationship with
and standing in the community.
Key challenges included the challenge of undertaking long-term, complex work on year to year
funding, the impact of the pandemic, wider political and socio-economic factors (such as
deprivation), and the challenge of sustaining the approach for the long-term.
Conclusions and next steps
The evaluation has shown that the VERU has a coherent model of change that understands the
interplay between individual and social processes in facilitating change. It has shown that the VERU
can operationalise this model and have a transformational impact on the individuals and
organisations it engages and works with, directly and indirectly, through key processes that
constitute the model and that reflect the values and identity of the VERU, its staff and its
collaborators.
The detailed case studies within the evaluation reveal the processes involved in engaging and
supporting people experiencing violence and exploitation, and illustrate the current impact and
potential of these processes to affect sustained change. Above all, perhaps the key feature of the
VERU’s work and impact is its relational approach – it invests in its relationships as the primary
vehicle for change.
The case studies also show a high degree of crossover. Signature values and methods such as
working through lived experience, taking a trauma-informed approach, capacity-building,
coproduction, and working from an understanding of exploitation, are present across different
strands of work. This means that in practice, different parts of the system model are attended to
within the same initiative/setting, and this also helps to create a consistent approach and identity to
its work.
In its work to date, the evaluation has shown the VERU to be held in high regard across a wide set of
organisations. The consistent and strongly expressed view is that the VERU has been a very effective
initiative during its early life to date. Much of this capability and regard is for the individual
members of the VERU team: their skills, knowledge, experience, and commitment to the work. The
common capabilities across the VERU team again helps to create a consistent approach and identity
to the work of the VERU.
Much of the work, however, relies on tacit knowledge and processes: it is not formally articulated or
systematised and is therefore difficult to transfer to others. However, formalising and
professionalising these skills and processes risks diminishing the human qualities that make them
impactful, and there is a balance to strike in how to capture and share these methods in further
capacity building.
Interviews with staff and stakeholders alike reported that there is a continuing need for the work,
which is long-term and requires the coordinated input from a wide range of partners, including the
community. The importance and strength of community engagement work and a sense that the
VERU is increasingly well-known in the community was also emphasised in the interviews. There
was however emerging consideration being given (and needed) to address the future sustainability
of the model.
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1. Introduction
Introduction
Through the Carter Review (2003) and establishment of the National Offender Management Service
(NOMS) in 2004, rehabilitation from criminal behaviour was largely focused on achieving a reduction
in reoffending through the better and more efficient management of offenders. By 2018, the key
message from the Government Serious Violence Strategy was that “tackling serious violence is not a
law enforcement issue alone” (p.14: HM Government, 2018) and that partnerships between local
agencies and communities were to be at the heart of the approach to reducing violence.
In 2019, the Home Office announced that 18 Police and Crime Commissioners in areas deemed to be
worst affected by violent crime over the 2015-18 period would receive funding to establish Violence
Reduction Units (VRUs). A key aim of these units was to facilitate coordination of local agencies in a
public health (or whole systems) approach in tackling serious violence and its causes. The Home
Office summarised a whole systems approach as one that is:
•
•
•
•
•
•

focused on a defined population;
works with and for communities;
not constrained by organisational or professional boundaries;
focussed on generating both long-term and short-term solutions;
based on local data analysis and intelligence and understand the differential burdens of
violence on the local population; and
rooted in evidence of effectiveness to tackle the problem.1

Bedfordshire received £880,000 of the £35m designated to the 18 VRUs and is the only Unit to have
an explicit focus on exploitation, naming itself the ‘Bedfordshire Violence and Exploitation Reduction
Unit’ (VERU) and seconding the Bedfordshire lead on exploitation to the Unit.
Aims of the evaluation
As the VERU is in the early stages of operation, a process evaluation was undertaken to understand
what was done and, critically, how it was done. The work aimed to complement and add value to
the national VRU process evaluation,2 rather than duplicate the national process evaluation at the
local level. Consequently, this local process evaluation focuses on the perspectives of the VERU
team, delivery partners, and people engaged in and supported by the work of the VERU, and focuses
on the work of the YIS team and related activities as the signature interventions of the VERU that
reflect key aspects of local change-making.
The evaluation had five main aims:
•

build a local theory of change/system model focused on the practice-based perspective of
the VERU team, with additions from delivery partners, strategic stakeholders, and those
engaged in interventions delivered and funded by the VERU;

1

Home Office (2020) Violence Reduction Unit Interim Guidance. London: HM Government [Available at
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/876380/
12VRU_Interim_Guidance_FINAL__003_2732020.pdf]
2
Home Office (2020) Process evaluation of the Violence Reduction Units: Research Report 116. London: HM
Government [Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/910822/
process-evaluation-of-the-violence-reduction-units-horr116.pdf]
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•
•
•
•

explore how the VERU theory of change/system model works in practice;
understand the work of the VERU in the context of a network or system of people and
organisations affected by and responding to violence and exploitation;
gather perspectives from a range of key stakeholders on the purpose, effectiveness, and
challenges of the VERU; and
identify key learning points for the VERU to take forward into strategy, process
development, system-building, and intervention practice.

Method
To meet the above aims, the evaluation utilised the following range of methods:
•
•

•

•

•

Review of administrative data and processes to help inform theory of change/system model
and case studies.
Theory of change/system model workshops were held with VERU workers, with relevant
aspects of the model tested with delivery partners and people supported by the VERU and
its funded initiatives.
In-depth case studies purposively selected to explore how key elements of the VERU’s
theory of change/system model. Each case study included a range of semi-structured
interviews (for example with local young people and families supported by the relevant
initiative, delivery staff and senior managers in partner organisations, and VERU staff.).
Interviews were based on bespoke interview guides for each case study and also collected
wider views about the work of the VERU. Interviews were recorded and transcribed to
facilitate analysis.
Semi-structured interviews with a range of key stakeholders, including Home Office, Office
of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Bedfordshire, local police, local authority,
education, community organisation, and VERU staff.
The evaluation team also attended the VERU’s ‘Exploitation through the lens of parents’
conference on 25 February 2021 and received a copy of feedback from participants.
Conference material, observation of interactions between participants at the event, and
feedback material were also made available.

In all, almost 40 interviews were undertaken with a variety of people and organisations. Further
reflective discussions were held with the Head of the VERU throughout the evaluation period.
The evaluation was conducted over the 2020-21 financial year, which coincided almost exactly with
the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Consequently, all meetings and fieldwork for this
evaluation were undertaken remotely by online video-conferencing and telephone. The pandemic
also clearly affected ‘business as usual’ at the VERU, who had to adapt to the changing situation and
restrictions in delivering its work. This and other impacts of the pandemic meant that the timetable
for the evaluation was disrupted. Following discussion between the VERU and evaluation team it
was decided that the evaluation should not become a piece of work to, in effect, appraise the
response of the VERU to COviD-19, but to acknowledge the context and working practices that had
taken place. The evaluation has therefore focused more on activity in the latter part of the year.
This report
Following this introduction, the report sets out the system models of change described by the VERU
team and local stakeholders. Detailed case studies exploring key aspects of the system models then
follow, which also aim to act as standalone reports on key VERU interventions. The report then
provides a thematic analysis of stakeholder interviews, before concluding with a summary of the key
10

learning points from the evaluation to help inform the VERU’s forward strategy, process
development, system-building, and intervention practice.

11

2. Bedfordshire VERU model of change
Introduction
As the VERU is in the early stages of its development, a theory of change/system model was
developed to help better understand what the VERU team and its stakeholders consider to be aims
of the work, and how they perceive change happens in order for aims to be achieved. This is helpful
in supporting a process evaluation focusing on how change is perceived to happen and how it
happens in practice.
This section sets out the models that have been developed, principally through discussion with VERU
staff, and also through stakeholder interviews. It weaves together content and themes from
workshops and interviews with commentary on system thinking and models.
As a starting point, a ‘logic model’ of the Bedfordshire VERU, produced at the beginning of 2020, was
shared with the evaluation team in preparation for developing a local model of change (see Figure 1
below). This model (shown below) clearly sets out the key inputs to the VERU and what activities,
outputs, outcomes and impacts are produced as a result.
Figure 1 Bedfordshire VERU logic model
Inputs

Activities

Outputs

Outcomes

VRU Funding:
£888,000
(£567,500 to be spent
on interventions)

Bringing together
existing groups, silos
and strategies to
deliver multi-agency
response

Completion of
sustainable model of
funding provision
moving forward

Elimination of crossovers and gaps in
relevant strategy and
delivery

VERU Strategic
Oversight Board
(representation from
local authority, police,
social care, public
health, YOS,
education)

Review current
approaches to
managing serious
violence and criminal
exploitation and
disrupting
perpetrators

VERU Management
Team (Police
Superintendent,
Project Manager,
Early Pathways coordinator, project
lead, public health,
admin support,
communication/
media officer)

Developing a
consistent approach
to data sharing

VERU delivery team
(Project lead and five
youth workers)

CSE, MAGPan and SV
Panel partnerships

Enhanced high
intensity support to
high risk/threat young
people
Identification and
commissioning of
serious violence and
exploitation
prevention projects
Parental and young
person’s advisory
groups and young
people co-designing
projects

Campaigns

Improved mapping
and disruption of
county lines

Improved data sharing
mechanisms for
identification

Number of
interventions
commissioned

Impact

Offenders are
disrupted, arrested
and prosecuted

Improved data
sharing, analysis and
problem solving

Improved early
identification of those
at risk of CSE

Reduced number of
young people involved
in, or at risk of,
serious violence and
criminal exploitation

Reduction in the
number of missing
children

Reduction in risk
factors for YP
Reach of public
engagements

Reach of social media
posts

Reduction in
victimisation/
exploitation
Reduced fear of
violence amongst
communities and
specifically young
people

While the logic model is a valuable way of understanding the path from inputs to impact, it did not
seem to reveal or capture the qualitative aspects of the VERU’s model of change, or reflect the wider
system effects that impact the VERU’s work. It is also largely described in deficit terms.
The theory of change exercise initially focused on identifying the many inter-related activities,
methods and values, and enabling factors that reflect what the VERU does and how it does it (or
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seeks to do it). This process revealed systems within systems, with individual components reliant on
each other to affect change. The model has therefore been distilled into an overarching system
model, drawing on systems thinking techniques and similar work done on recovery and desistance to
describe the VERU approach, and is described below as both a narrative account and as a
visualisation below to help communicate the process of change-making. The model does not
purport to describe the only way change happens (and is inevitably reductive to some degree), but
aims to help the VERU and stakeholders think explicitly about the system of change-making they are
building. The model is used as a reference point for the evaluation, both in directing the research
and in reflecting on the evidence gathered during the evaluation, and is intended to be used to
facilitate future development work and further iterated as required.
The systems below first describe how individuals are perceived to become entrenched in violence
and exploitation, then describe the role of the VERU and partners in creating the conditions for
change and facilitating change, and then describe the actions and dynamics individuals need to
undertake and navigate in progressing their desistance/recovery journeys.
Long-term goals
Frontline VERU workers described the purpose of their work as ‘saving lives’. This was meant in two
ways: firstly, literally – their intervention was described as helping to provide safety and remove
threats to life, and sometimes even as being the difference between life and death, either because
of an immediate risk or because of future consequences of a current situation. It was described as
“emergency work”, which expresses the weight and sense of responsibility experienced by the VERU
team in the work they undertake.
Despite the importance of the goal and the dedication with which it is pursued, the VERU team also
acknowledged that while they can work to reduce violence and exploitation, no system is perfect
and violence and exploitation may still occur. This realism requires both resilience and support, for
the VERU team, wider stakeholders, and the community.
Secondly ‘saving lives’ meant realising the potential and full health and wellbeing of young people
and the wider community. This goal of saving and actualising potential applies across a wide
spectrum of exploitation and violence: from vulnerable people needing a safe platform and
resources to live the lives they wish to live and are capable of living; to people already involved in
violent crime. Some of the team emphasised rehabilitation and the potential of the latter in helping
the former:
“I've done some work in the prisons before talking to convicted murderers and the message that I left
to them was your life is not over. In fact, your life is just beginning because we as a community need
you. We need you to come out and make our young people aware of where you've been what you've
done and how you came back.”
‘Realising potential’ is an asset-based way of framing the work and relating to the people involved in
it. This contrasts with the expression of impact described in the initial logic model above as the
disruption and prosecution of offenders, and the reduction in young people involved in or at risk of
violence and exploitation.
Applying a fundamental approach to violence and exploitation
Saving lives also meant looking at the multiple individual and system factors needed to keep
someone safe and to provide the conditions in which they can fulfil their potential in a socially
productive way. In the workshop, this prompted discussion about the differences between a
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criminal justice and a public health approach and revealed how the VERU addresses a classic system
archetype known as ‘shifting the burden’. In this model, a problem is resolved either by a
symptomatic or fundamental solution. A symptomatic solution treats the symptoms of the problem,
typically in a way that tries to alleviate the symptoms relatively quickly. However, in doing so,
symptomatic solutions diverts attention and resources away from fundamental solutions, making
them harder to implement and degrading their effectiveness over time as problems become more
deeply entrenched. This then makes the symptomatic solution (and the people/organisations
applying it) essential to the alleviation of the problem. However, the problem, and getting out of
this self-reinforcing system, can only be resolved through a fundamental solution. In applying a
fundamental solution, individuals need to recognise the need for it, resolve to it, and receive the
required help to action it.
Figure 2.1 shows the shifting the burden system at the topline level. Solid lines for arrows mean that
there is a positive relationship between parts of the system (as one increases/decreases, the other
increases/decreases); while dashed lines for arrows mean that there is a negative relationship
between parts of the system (as one increases/decreases, the other decreases/increases
respectively).
VERU staff and several partners described a self-reinforcing system in which the problem of violence
has been responded to predominantly with criminal justice measures, which while important in
keeping others from being hurt, providing opportunity for rehabilitation, and maintaining the social
contract, is not a preventative, fundamental approach. In taking a health-oriented approach, the
VERU aims to shift the approach to a fundamental solution. This is reflected in the Government’s
Serious Violence Strategy, which aimed to establish “a new balance between prevention and law
enforcement” (p.9)3 and “multi-partnership working and a ‘public health’ approach across a number
of sectors such as education, health, social services, housing, youth services, victim services and
others…to tackle the root causes of serious violence and provide young people with the skills and
resilience to lead productive lives free from violence.”4
Figure 2.2 shows the problem symptoms as described by the VERU team and some external
stakeholders. In this version, shifting the description of the problem enables a fundamental solution
to take place that addresses the multiple and inter-connected causes of the (differently framed)
problem.

3

HM Government (2018) Serious Violence Strategy. London: HM Government [Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/
serious-violence-strategy.pdf]
4
UK Parliament (2018) Knives: Crime – Question for Home Office. [Available at: https://questionsstatements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2018-07-23/HL9766]
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Figure 2.1 Shifting the burden (topline)

Figure 2.2 Shifting the burden (detail)

Developing a whole systems approach
The fundamental solution described in Figure 2.2 above outlines the set of ingredients that need to
be blended together to form a systems approach to reducing violence and exploitation. The
workshop with the VERU team carefully considered the activities and enabling factors that would be
needed to bring about this solution, and considered how they relate to each other. The activities
and enabling factors were also reinforced through interviews with stakeholders.
The outcome of these discussions are shown in Figure 3 below, which shows two related systems of
desistance and recovery from exploitation. The outer circle describes the set of contributions
required from the VERU, partners, local community, and wider society. These contributions help to
create the conditions for change, including building individual capacity, social networks, communitybased resources, and supportive culture/norms. The inner circle describes the set of tasks that an
individual can undertake to move from experiencing (the risk of) violence and/or exploitation and
become more health-oriented. Opportunities to initiate these tasks may exist in ‘reachable
moments’ and will then develop through reflection, practice, and resourcing.
Collectively, the individual and collective resources can be thought of as ‘desistance and recovery
capital’, as described in Box 1 below.
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Box 1 Desistance and recovery capital
The set of internal and external resources that can be drawn upon to enable an individual to desist
from crime and recover from exploitation to live the life they wish to live and are capable of living.
This capital comprises personal, social, community, and cultural dimensions. Not all desistance and
recovery capital is accessible to all people, and not all potential capital exists in any given locality or
personal network. This latent capital is important to identify and mobilise – bringing latent capital
into productive use can increase the capacity and creativity of a local system to support people
desist from violent crime and recover from exploitation to live the lives they wish to lead.

Each component in the system model is described in turn below. It is important to note that the
model shows the main relationships within the system, rather than all possible interconnections of
its constituent parts. This allows each part of the system to been seen and described in the context
of the whole.
The system model is based on several fundamental propositions. Firstly, that an individual moving
away from violence and/or exploitation will need to engage in a set of psychosocial activities
dependent on the needs, values, and interests of that person. Secondly, if the some of the tasks that
need to be completed by the individual are not attended to or left incomplete, the chances of
desistance/recovery will be diminished. Thirdly, that the desistance/recovery journey is greatly
enabled, and in some cases is only possible, with the required external support and conditions
provided by others.
It is also important to note that the VERU has varying degrees of control and influence in different
parts of the system: in some areas, it can support change directly; in others it is reliant on working
with or influencing others.
Generating change opportunities
This part of the system is driven by partnership working, raising awareness of the VERU, capacity
building, and data analysis. The VERU team and stakeholders described the building of a network of
trusted relationships across organisations and into the community as the foundation for helping
people out of violence and exploitation. Establishing a strong, well-understood identity and
personality for the VERU, which is communicated to organisations and the local community
repeatedly and consistently through different channels, also helped to create the space for change
opportunities. The trusted, recognised brand of the VERU in turn supports capacity-building in the
community and local organisations – building knowledge about violent crime, exploitation, trauma,
recovery, and the skills to support an individual’s journey towards health. Local data sharing and
expert data analysis, particularly through the multi-agency, collaborative approach facilitated by the
VERU, was also described as helping to generate new, shared understanding of local issues and in
doing so stimulate new opportunities to intervene in violence and exploitation.
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Figure 3 Bedfordshire VERU system model

Positive influence of surrounding culture and norms
This part of the system focuses on creating the necessary cultural capital – the conditions, attitudes
and values needed to support the process of change for individuals, families, peer networks, and
wider communities. Conditions include creating a sense of belonging for all members of the
community, economic wellbeing, developing empathy and kindness as norms within institutions and
communities, and a sense of active citizenship that makes reducing violence and exploitation
“everyone’s business”.
Two specific issues surfaced in discussions that form important aspects of creating inclusive,
supportive conditions. Firstly, structural racism and cultural representations that perpetuate racial
stereotypes were highlighted as issues that affect all parts of the system, including those working in
and with the VERU. Understanding and responding to the lived experience of racism was viewed as
part of the way in which wider culture needs to change in order to support a reduction in violence
and exploitation.
“The problem is, we have to be honest, a colour problem. When you have more than one black
person in a team or group it's almost seems like a nightmare for some people.”
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“Some people look down to us because of our lived experience 100%, but the other part of it has
racial undertones which we cannot ignore, we've ignored it long enough.”
“They wouldn’t be looking at me as if I was a gang member if I was white.”
The second issue was that of a lack of understanding and stigma around mental health issues,
including the impacts of trauma (addressed separately below). There was a particular view that for
some members of the community, mental health problems were “a sign of weakness”, which further
marginalised those experiencing violence and exploitation. Establishing an informed, supportive
culture around mental health was described as foundational to “increasing people’s mental
wellbeing [which] is part ‘saving lives’”.
Attempts to reduce violence and exploitation were considered to be undermined by the above
factors and their intersectionality. A whole system approach therefore needs to create the cultural
capital to support change.
Support through role models with lived experience
Enabling change through relationships built on the lived experience of practitioners and their ability
to connect to those they work with was a key part of the VERU’s model of change according to both
the internal VERU team and all stakeholders interviewed as part of this evaluation. This lived
experience capacity resides within the VERU – it is not just mobilised through local partners, but
shapes the internal values and approach of the VERU and gives it a bridge to the local people and
organisations they work with.
As well as having parallels to the concept of mutual aid and sponsors in a recovery context, this
capacity has been recognised as a key part of change-making in other violence reduction settings. A
case study of the Scottish Violence Reduction Unit (SVRU) from a relationship-centred design
perspective found that:
“People from within the communities the SVRU is trying to reach are the best people to carry out
violence-prevention work, because relevant ‘lived experience’ and training often helps forge the
effective personal connections required to encourage people to change and seek support.”5
Reflecting on their own experience, VERU workers within the Youth Intervention Specialist team
described the role of lived experience as one that helps create a sense of belonging and in turn a
sense of self-worth:
“I understand from my own experience a lot of stuff boils down to self-esteem. It boils down to a
sense of wanting to belong to somewhere or something, and a role model, a positive role model who
understands you can help give you that.”
Diagnostic and problem-solving tools and support
Initial assessment information on the young people engaged by the VERU contains basic
demographic details, information about links to other agencies/services, and a summary of
‘impacting factors’ which outlines what has brought the young person to the attention of the VERU.
It does not include an assessment of (potential) protective factors that might support safety,
wellbeing, or development. While individual interventions clearly attend to protective/growth

5

Shift Design (2019) Case Study: Scottish Violence Reduction Unit. [Available at: https://shiftdesign.org/casestudy-svru/]
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factors, there did not seem to be a consistent way of capturing this change in a way that could be
used to aid evaluation and reflection by the individual and/or practitioner.
This part of the system turns this system into a set of diagnostic tools that help individuals, the VERU
and other agencies and supporters to assess their situation and journey, understand options and
choices, and to see and have confidence in their trajectory. The tools would combine quantitative
data and narrative accounts and other qualitative data on all aspects of desistance and recovery
capital that make up the VERU’s model of change and the individual’s own preferences. They would
be used to facilitate regular reflection and support, and to capture evaluative evidence about
distance travelled within the framework of the VERU’s system model of change.
Person-centred, trauma-informed support
This part of the system recognises the traumatising effects of violence and exploitation and the
specific needs of attending to trauma, from processing traumatic stress with expert help to designing
and providing services and support that understand and respond to the needs of people who have
experienced trauma. This recognises that people experiencing post-traumatic effects may not have
the mental bandwidth to pursue the lives they wish to live and are capable of living, and that various
social, economic, or criminal justice sanctions will not change that. As one VERU worker put it:
“Trauma might not leave someone until they get help to get over it or be able to live with it and their
life might kind of be on hold until that happens.”
It also recognises the positive benefits of fostering post-traumatic growth and how this both
supports the individual’s own journey as well as adds to the stock of productive lived experience
potentially available to support others in the community.
Develop local desistance and recovery capital resources
This part of the system focuses on social and community capital – the resources available through
direct and indirect relationships with local people and institutions that assist journeys of desistance
and recovery. This takes in both specific VERU interventions that capacity-build local residents and
organisations (for example as seen in the work to support the staff of the Mary Seacole Housing
Association and its organisational capacity), and the wider building of a place-based network of
knowledge and resources that permeates all layers of the community. The emergent VERU Village
could be seen as a direct expression of this ambition, which in turn develops wider cultural capital.
The sense of violence and exploitation reduction as ‘everyone’s business’ was also highlighted in a
recent assessment of the Scottish VRU:
“There can be no ‘bystanders’ to violence – … the standard you walk by is the standard you accept.
With appropriate training and support, the SVRU believes everyone from business people and
hairdressers to medics and vets can help break the cycle of violence with safe interventions. This
recognises that violence has social drivers: it is rooted in community relationships and can be
prevented through community relationships.”6
The quote below from one of the discussions about the VERU’s model of change touches on several
of the themes above:

6

Shift Design (2019) Case Study: Social Violence Reduction Unit. [Available at: https://shiftdesign.org/casestudy-svru/]

19

“Awareness is key, we’re in a world where shop keepers, retailers, bankers, everyone has a part to
play in opening their eyes to the world young people are in. Everyone has a different skill set, and if
you train that guy or woman that runs that chicken shop, we don't know what that person in the
chicken shop could say to a young person that could turn them around without us being there.
The VERU and other similar statutory agencies that do this kind of work can only do so much. We
need the community and corporates, we need everyone to play their role. A chicken shop owner
might have the respect of these young people so them talking to them could change their life. That
one young person could be about to stab somebody, but because that chicken shop man got him
thinking, he decided to go another way.
So it's about the way we look at community and we have to look at it as another form of
safeguarding young people because young people don’t stay at home all day, they don't stay in
school all day, they go to the shops, they go to the city centres. If we educate all these people we are
making our job easier. So of course I'm going to want to try to train the person in the chicken shop, as
well as the person in the bank, the police officer, the school teacher, the person at the gym. That way
everybody knows what's going on, no one is left out of it. It squeezes the gangs – everywhere young
people go they get met with positive people saying to them, you don't have to go down this road, my
friend. If we do it this way we are drowning out negative voices, it then becomes less of a burden, a
more sustainable community approach. And in a community-led approach, you will find policing a lot
easier.”
Develop social and economic opportunities
The final part of the outer system concerns the creation of social and economic opportunities for
people moving away from violence and exploitation to connect to, which also serves to foster
further cultural capital. As a multi-actor system model, this work incorporates both the direct work
of the VERU (for example in creating training and employment opportunities in partnership with the
Mary Seacole Housing Association), and the wider strategic work of the local authorities, third sector
organisations, businesses, as well as national government policies.
Collectively, the above components reflect the actions that the VERU aim to take or influence into
being in order to deliver a sustainable model of violence and exploitation reduction. The system
aims to bring all (potentially) available resources into productive use.
The system creates the conditions for individual journeys of desistance and recovery to be more
possible, successful, and sustainable. The section below describes the set of tasks that support an
individual to move away from violence and/or exploitation and how these are supported by the
wider system.
Individual journey of desistance and recovery
This part of the system begins with a ‘reachable moment’ in which someone experiencing violence
or exploitation connects to some internal or external resource that can catalyse change, even if
momentarily. The job of the wider system is to generate these opportunities for change, as
described above.
This progresses/deepens into a resolve to exit the self-perpetuating system of ‘shifting the burden’
described above and apply a fundamental solution. One VERU worker described this as making an
“identity shift”. This reflects Maruna’s work on desistance, which argues that there is a need for
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offenders to develop a coherent, pro-social identity characterised by a ‘redemption script’7 that
includes the assertion of a good ‘core self’, a sense of control over and hope for the future; and the
desire and effort to give something back.8 It also reflects some ideas from recovery from addiction9
and from trauma.10
As this nascent identity strengthens, investment in the process of desistance and recovery is
increasingly prioritised. This is facilitated by a positive surrounding culture, the input of roles models
with lived experience, and a process of reflection in which further resources are identified and
integrated to produce further health-oriented behaviours. Trauma is processed and integrated as
required and as possible, usually once there is sufficient internal and external support.
Through this process of reflection and practice, the individual progresses their journey by
acquiring/utilising further desistance/recovery capital. This leads to an increasing sense of
belonging, inclusion, participation and citizenship. The VERU workers are skilled in creating a bridge
to this kind of potential future – which can be hard for young people to imagine – by drawing on
their own lived experience, and by identifying and nurturing relevant skills and interests:
“I’m telling these young people that actually if you can run county lines you can run your own
business, and I'm all for advocating that actually, you're 18 now and you're going through this but in
two years’ time you could be running your own business or sitting here doing my role. They have
transferrable skills.”
From a desistance perspective, generative, socially visible activities can further support an
individual’s journey to active citizenship as their new status is validated by the community.11 From a
trauma recovery perspective, recovery is facilitated by the extent to which there is post-traumatic
growth and meaning found in their experience that transcends their personal trauma. The response
of the community to the sharing of the trauma can also influence the degree to which the trauma is
resolved.12
The common, overarching theme from the discussions about the VERU’s model of change was that it
was ‘health-oriented’. The final part of this system therefore reframes the goal of ‘saving potential’
in health terms, borrowing from the World Health Organisations definition of health as “a state of
complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity.”13

7

Maruna, S. (2001) Making Good: How Ex-Convicts Reform and Rebuild Their Lives. Washington, DC: American
Psychological Association
8
Cullen, F. T., & Wilcox, P. (2010). Maruna, S.: Redemption Scripts and Desistance. In Encyclopaedia of
Criminological Theory (Vol. 1, pp. 575-577). Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications
9
Best, D., Irving, J. & Albertson, K. (2016). Recovery and desistance: What the emerging recovery movement in
the drug and alcohol area can learn from models of desistance from offending, Addiction Research and Theory,
25(1): 1-10
10
Schwartz, R. C. (2013) Moving From Acceptance Toward Transformation With Internal Family Systems
Therapy (IFS), Journal of Clinical Psychology, 69(8): 805-816
11
Maruna, S. (2012) Elements of successful desistance signalling, Criminology and Public Policy, 11(1): 73–86
12
Herman, J. (2015) Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence - From Domestic Abuse to Political
Terror. New York: Basic Books
13
World Health Organisation (1946) Constitution of the World Health Organisation. [Available at:
https://www.who.int/governance/eb/who_constitution_en.pdf]
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Exploring the model of change
Components of the model of change were discussed with VERU staff to identify its ‘signature
elements’ – the key parts of change-making that were viewed to be most important in how the
VERU works. These were identified as taking a trauma-informed approach, focusing on exploitation,
working through lived experience, and coproduction through community capacity building. Having
identified these key components of the VERU’s model of change, case studies were purposively
selected through discussion between the evaluation team and VERU staff in order to explore how
the VERU and its partners operationalised these key components of change-making. The following
chapters present a case study for each component of change in turn and, each typically include a
brief review of the relevant literature, an overview of the specific initiative and case work selected
for the case study, thematic analysis of interview data, discussion on the impact of the initiative,
changes in social networks/support systems as a result of the VERU’s work, and a summary of critical
success factors, learning and challenges.
In addition to these signature elements, integrating shared data from different organisation to
create a holistic and dynamic assessment of violence and exploitation, and using this to inform
strategy and interventions, was also considered a key part of the VERU’s approach. This aspect of
the VERU’s process of change was discussed with a range of stakeholders and is addressed in the
section on stakeholder perspective.
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3. Taking a trauma-informed approach
Introduction
The VERU’s theory of change identified taking a trauma-informed approach as an important enabling
factor in achieving its goals. This case study illustrates how the VERU have operationalised a traumainformed approach by examining a specific case worked by the VERU team and partners.
This case study begins by providing an overview of what is meant by a trauma-informed approach,
using literature in the area, before outlining the specific case explored and the interviewees
participating in this case study. Aspects of how a trauma-informed approach has been applied,
identified from the interviews, are then illustrated, describing how this has been done and the
impact it has had. The case study ends with a concluding summary of the how a trauma-informed
approach has been used and the main critical success factors of this approach.
Trauma-informed approaches
While definitions of trauma vary, it is broadly defined as an event, or events, or circumstances that
are experienced as harmful or life-threatening and that have lasting impacts on mental, physical,
emotional and/or social well-being (SAMHSA, 2014)14. Some examples of trauma include:
experiencing interpersonal violence (e.g. rape or domestic violence); complex
childhood/developmental traumas (e.g. bullying, gang culture, sexual assault, homicide, war, abuse,
neglect, abandonment and family separation); social trauma (e.g. inequality, marginalisation, racism
and poverty); and historical trauma as a result of the legacy of trauma committed against entire
groups (e.g. slavery, genocide and the Holocaust) (Sweeney et al., 2016)15.
In order to effectively work with victims of trauma and design trauma-informed services, a broad
trauma-informed approach (TIA) has been developed for organisations and systems (Harris & Fallot,
2001)16. TIAs can be defined as “a system development model that is grounded in and directed by a
complete understanding of how trauma exposure affects service user’s neurological, biological,
psychological and social development” (Paterson, 2014)17. Informed by neuroscience, psychology,
social sciences, attachment and trauma theories, TIAs may be applied in a wide range of settings,
including mental and physical health care, education and schools, forensic settings, housing and
social care (Sweeney et al., 2016). TIAs are different from trauma-specific services, with the latter
aiming to treat the impacts of trauma and facilitate healing, using specific therapies/treatments
(MentalHealth.org18). However, TIAs may also offer, or refer clients to, trauma-specific services.
Broadly speaking, an organisation or system which uses a TIA is one which:
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SAMHSA (2014) SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach. Rockville,
MD: SAMHSA. [Available at: https://ncsacw.samhsa.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf]
15
Sweeney, A., Clement, S., Filson, B., & Kennedy, A. (2016) Trauma-informed mental healthcare in the UK:
what is it and how can we further its development? Mental Health Review Journal 21(3): 174-192 [Available at:
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/MHRJ-01-2015-0006/full/html#ref066]
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Harris, M. and Fallot, R. (2001). Using Trauma Theory to Design Service Systems. New Directions for Mental
Health Services. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass
17 Paterson, B. (2014), “Mainstreaming trauma”, paper presented at the Psychological Trauma-Informed Care
Conference, Stirling University, Stirling, 4 June
18 MentalHealth.org (2015) Trauma-Informed Approach and Trauma-Specific Interventions [Available at:
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➢ Realises the widespread impact of trauma and understands recovery paths;
➢ Recognises the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, family, staff and professionals;
➢ Responds by integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, procedures and practices;
and
➢ Resists re-traumatisation in an active way.
(NAPAC, 2021)19.
Instead of following a set of prescribed policies and procedures, a TIA broadly adheres to six key
principles (SAMHSA, 2014):
➢ Safety: staff and clients should feel physically and psychologically safe, the physical setting
of the service and interpersonal interaction should promote safety;
➢ Trustworthiness and transparency: organisational practices and decisions are conducted
with transparency, to build trust among staff and clients;
➢ Peer support: peers are those with lived experience of trauma (trauma-survivors) who may
work with clients, sharing their stories in order to promote and facilitate hope, safety, trust,
collaboration, recovery and healing;
➢ Collaboration and mutuality: staff and clients are seen as in a partnership, with equal levels
of power, working collaboratively together and sharing decision-making;
➢ Empowerment, voice and choice: historically clients have lacked in choice, while in a TIA
there is shared decision-making, goal setting, and action plans, where individual strengths
are recognised and validated;
➢ Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues: the organisation moves past cultural
stereotypes/biases (e.g. race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, age, religion), and is
responsive to, and offers appropriate services for, those from different backgrounds and
orientations.
The potential benefits of TIAs to trauma-survivors include hope, empowerment, support (that does
not retraumatise), and access to trauma-specific services (Sweeney et al., 2016). TIAs also break
away from the traditional medical model in which trauma-survivors may be treated as ‘other’, as
opposed to recognising that trauma is something experienced by many – with research finding that
those who work in human services are particularly likely to have suffered past trauma (e.g. Esaki &
Larkin, 2013) – and that the recognition of shared trauma promotes shared healing (Sweeney et al.,
2016).
Case study inputs
This case study draws on the views and experiences of five inter-linked people, all of whom were
interviewed for this evaluation:
•
•

Mrs X, A and B’s adoptive mother;
Mr X, A and B’s adoptive father;
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•
•
•

‘YOUTH WORKER’, a freelance youth involvement worker with works with A and B, and
referred Mrs and Mrs X to the VERU for parental support;
‘YIS’, the individual youth intervention specialist at the VERU who has worked with both Mrs
and Mrs X;
‘COUNSELLOR’, a trained counsellor who works for an agency that the VERU have a contract
with, and who worked with Mrs X.

All participants consented to undertake semi-structured interviews which were undertaken over the
phone, recorded and transcribed. The data was then analysed and used to explore and illustrate the
VERU’s TIA. In addition, case files and referral forms were reviewed for this case study and have
been used to provide the context to the work and to inform interview guides.
As part of the case work, the VERU delivered sessions with Mrs and Mrs X – which were
incorporated into their work together when appropriate, rather than being delivered as a structured
course – including exercises surrounding:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

keeping it in the here and now;
enabling/helping;
mental wellbeing chart;
gratitude list;
good sleep hygiene;
goals list;
time for self;
talking and sharing of experiences;
contacting other individuals/organisations;
procrastination and defecting;
positive affirmations;
the recovery college;
gang awareness;
effective communication; and
safe places to talk.

It should be noted that, while this work would usually be done face to face, during a time when the
UK was in and out of lockdown during the coronavirus pandemic, all sessions with the VERU were
conducted remotely, usually via video conferencing.
Overview of the X’s case
A and B are young adult brothers, who were adopted by the X’s when they were infants. YOUTH
WORKER, the boys youth involvement worker, describes them both as “having complex needs from
early childhood experiences,” and suffering from learning difficulties. They have been in the care
system most of their lives and are not in contact with their biological parents. The brothers have
never had a sustained school placement and left school without any qualifications. They have also
been moved around the county with their adoptive parents, for the family’s safety. Both boys have
been criminally exploited, there is an element of exploitation between them (due to a power
imbalance), and have exploited others.
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A and B have been involved with the criminal justice system since their early teens, with multiple
arrests and court appearances, with the incidents escalating in severity. Between them, incidents
include: burglary, robbery, driving offences, drug offences, coercion, possession of an imitation
firearm, breaching a suspended sentence, possession of a bladed weapon, criminal damage,
domestic violence and knife crime. In the lead up to the summer of 2020, YOUTH WORKER describes
a series of “incidents with local young people affiliated with them where there’s been stabbing,
shootings, numerous assaults. The general ‘beef’, people calling each other out. It has exploded in
lots of areas and they have been the centre of a lot in our local area which led up to the incident last
year.”
This incident last year was the attempted murder of A, who was ‘called out’ by a group of youths,
who then attacked him with bladed weapons. The first Mr and Mrs X knew of the attack was when
A’s girlfriend called them and said he’d been stabbed. Mr X went out looking for his son and
followed the police and ambulance sirens to find the scene. He says that when he arrived at the
scene: “All I could see was the lights bobbing up and down. There was an air ambulance, dog van,
two police cars, two ambulances. There was fast paramedics going past. I had to wait. They wouldn’t
let me go any nearer because it’s a crime scene. Then I saw – just blood everywhere. Just bubbling
out of his chest … I just thought he’d gone. I thought that was the last time I was going to see him
alive.”
A was taken to the local hospital, and later transferred to another, to treat the multiple, lifethreatening, injuries he sustained in the attack. These included injuries to his liver, stomach, bowel,
lungs, leg, arm, back and head. Mrs X says that: “They did say to him that he was very lucky. If they
hadn’t of taken him to hospital locally and stabilised him first and then taken him to another
hospital, he possibly wouldn’t have made it.” She was able to see him in hospital two days after the
attack: “He’s always been a very lively boy and just seeing him that still was quite a shock”. A was
treated in hospital for nine days before being released and going back to the family home.
YOUTH WORKER referred Mr and Mrs X to the VERU just days after the attack, as they were both
severely traumatised and not receiving any support. YIS, a youth intervention specialist at the VERU,
was assigned to work with Mr and Mrs X. She says that prior to the VERU referral, “there was no
consistency and they didn’t feel supported” and that the referral “was solely for them, to support
them as they were in crisis: they were in the process of losing their property, they were traumatised,
they were reliving that actual experience. Mrs X was at a stage where she felt that she’d had a
nervous breakdown. Mr X was putting on a brave face and trying to hold everybody together and
crumbling as well.” The VERU also facilitated a series of 12 counselling sessions for Mrs X, with an
affiliated psychotherapist/counsellor, COUNSELLOR.
Neither of the parents had heard of the VERU but both say they have always been parents who
accepted whatever support and help was offered to them. Mr X says of the referral: “It just felt
exactly the right time. It was an actual service that fitted straight in, that other people saw we could
need.” Mrs X describes it as “a very quick process at a time when help was needed; we didn’t have
to wait for assessments, the support was there, ready, and that was a god send when we were in
that state of mind.”
Both A and B have consistently refused any contact with the VERU and their primary support
continues to come from YOUTH WORKER, who works closely with the VERU on the case. YOUTH
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WORKER says that: “One of the reasons why [the referral] was so fantastic is that it wasn’t
conditional, ‘well, you can’t have support if your sons don’t engage.’ There was never a condition
like that which made it hugely appealing.”
The sections below present the key themes and critical success factors involved in delivering the
work.
Taking a trauma-informed approach
While YIS does not work to a specific, documented trauma-informed model or set of principles, she
is clear that working in a trauma-informed way is at the very heart of what she and others at the
VERU do, and described how this is applied in practice. To YIS, a trauma-informed approach is
broadly “about being empathic, non-judgemental, allowing people to speak, letting them take
ownership of their own emotions.” Encouraging clients to talk about their feelings and emotions is a
key aspect for YIS in a TIA. She says: “I like to use analogies a lot. I remember saying to Mr and Mrs X
that if you imagine the place where we store our emotions and our stresses is a pressure cooker. So
we’ve got the stuff from our childhood, the stuff from our adolescence, the stuff from our adult life
and we’ve got all the trauma that’s gone in with the experiences that we’ve had. And then we’ve got
everyday life and we keep shoving into this pressure cooker and shoving it in and shoving it in. And
we’re not releasing the valve at the top to let any out and eventually what will happen is it will
explode. I reinforce that with them, that actually the way to help get through trauma is to share that
and air that. And once we talk about, it takes the power out of that.”
YOUTH WORKER also does not work to a specific, documented set of trauma-informed principles but
says: “I would suggest, and I like to hope, that the majority of my practice is trauma informed.” She
continues: “I work with a high number of young people who have all experienced adverse child
experiences or significant trauma, whether it’s in early childhood or more present. For me, a traumainformed approach, is about being transparent, being real with that person.” YOUTH WORKER
believes that a person-centred rather than blanket, approach is key: “It’s individually focused on that
person and how they want to work and what they want for them. It’s, what can I do to support you?
Having a holistic approach to supporting people.” Another aspect that YOUTH WORKER perceives is
crucial to her TIA is that the work is unconditional and flexible, and that the power balance is equal.
She says that it’s important for the young person to know that: “I won’t abandon you if you don’t
speak to me for a certain amount of time … if you want to drop back in at any point in the future
that’s fine, I’m here.” YOUTH WORKER believes this gives them some control and power that the
people being supported have otherwise lacked.
COUNSELLOR had specific training in trauma-informed practice as part of her professional
counselling qualification, following the trauma-informed framework from psychological trauma
consultant Nicola Lester. This follows six broad principles: (i) establishing emotional safety, (ii)
restoring choice and control, (iii) supporting coping, (iv) facilitating connections, (v) responding to
identity and context, and (vi) building strengths. COUNSELLOR says of working with clients who have
experienced trauma that among the most important things are “listening to a client and accepting
what’s going on and normalising it for them at that time. Help them to be stabilised and talk about
it, expressing it and putting it away. Helping them to find coping mechanisms so they’re less
distressed. Making it more manageable and easier to cope.” Unlike YIS and YOUTH WORKER,
COUNSELLOR offers less in the way of flexibility in the times of sessions and making last minute
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changes as she believes, and has been taught within her training, that “it’s important to structure
and keep within boundaries for the clients. That helps them emotionally.” She also adds that
“keeping safe boundaries is not just for clients, it’s for me as a practitioner as well.”
Lived experience of trauma
All of the professionals working on the X case have lived experience of trauma. After reviewing the
case, the VERU assigned YIS to work with the X’s. YIS’s son was murdered by a group of young
people, which became “the main focus of why I do what I do”. She says that after the murder she
“started to ask questions around, ‘why would somebody do that?’ … and then I made that definitive
realisation that actually these perpetrators that murdered my son were actually victims as well. They
weren’t born like that. They didn’t wake up in the morning and say, ‘I’m going to go and murder
somebody.’” She continues: “We’ve got a group of teenagers that are constantly decision making:
they’ve got adverse childhood experiences, they’ve got a lot of stuff going on, peer pressure and all
of that. Yeah, so fast forward that’s brought me to where I am … that’s what has led me to this job …
I’ve been there.” YIS utilises this lived experience to help develop a trusted, empathetic relationship
with the X’s, and other people she supports. The role of this lived experience in this case study is
described further in the ‘peer support’ section below, and is the focus of its own case study in this
report.
YOUTH WORKER also has lived experience of trauma. She describes herself as having been “sexually
exploited as a young teenager” and was “around a lot of that; older males involved in criminal
activity”. Although she was not in the care system she says: “I didn’t remain with my parents
throughout growing up and I moved into hostels quite early on in my teenage years.” She was
referred to a mentoring programme in her teens, which then led to voluntary work, and to her
eventually doing her own training. She is now a youth involvement worker and has worked with A
and B for over three years. She believes that using her own lived experience in this case “has
significantly helped with the rapport that I’ve built with both boys. I think they definitely see me on a
different level to some other professionals they work with.”
COUNSELLOR, who worked with Mrs X, also had lived experience of “horrific trauma and complex
PTSD.” She says that she will sometimes disclose this to clients “when it’s safe and appropriate for
the individual person” if she feels that “they might get benefit from that.” She believes that her lived
experience helps her in her work to “connect, as well as professionally, on a personal level” and
“helps me decide the right questions to ask”, giving her a deeper understanding of what clients are
going through.
The principles of a TIA
Exploring the six broad principles of a TIA in the interviews, it was clear that the professionals
involved in this case incorporated them all into their work, even if they did not name or recognise
them explicitly as trauma-informed principles. These are described in turn below.
Safety
The first principle of a TIA concerns ensuring that clients feel safe, both emotionally and practically.
For example, when working with Mrs X, COUNSELLOR describes: “holding her emotionally stable and
allowing her that space to speak” In sessions. COUNSELLOR takes a ‘client-led’ approach in which
sessions revolve around “what the client wanted to talk about at that particular session, so it was
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always down to her [Mrs X] what she wanted to bring it. And actually keeping that safe. When I say
keeping her safe, it’s only speaking about what she wanted to bring in the session and was able to
manage in the individual session.”
On a more practical level, YIS engaged in safety planning with Mrs and Mrs X after the attempted
murder of A, as the alleged perpetrators knew their address. This included actions such as keeping a
diary of unknown cars driving past more than once, keeping the doors locked, calling the police if
they needed to, and having a safe place to talk with their son (e.g. not in doorways). Now in a new
property with B living with them, YIS has also done safety planning and “non-negotiables in regards
to a child being there ... For example, the address shouldn’t be disclosed to anybody apart from
family. There should be no visitors there. … All of that, just keeping their environment safe.” This
clearly and directly reflects the VERU’s theory of change goal to ‘save lives’.
YOUTH WORKER has also worked to keep A and B physically safe. After the attack she worked on
making the family home physically safer: “I pushed and pushed for CCTV to go up outside his house, I
spoke to housing about alarms being fitted inside his house, so there were panic alarms”. She also
gave them practical advice such as making sure they always had a charged phone and not to tell
others where they were. The physical setting of their meetings was also a safety consideration.
Meetings did not take places at offices or at the family home, but varied according to where A
and/or B felt safe at that time. Locations have varied from local cafes to driving out of town and
sitting in YOUTH WORKER’s car.
YOUTH WORKER explains how she was guided by the brothers as to where they felt safe and how
they interacted in that environment: “For example, if A and I had met in a local café, he would
always get to choose where he sat, like to have his back to the wall. We’d always go to a café where
there’s an entrance and an exit because he was sometimes worried if someone walked past and saw
him that he’d be able to exit through another door, that kind of thing.” She says that she wouldn’t
want to “suggest that what I’d done has made him feel safe because he has a huge, huge element of
fear and being paranoid that something is going to happen which is very understandable. But I do
feel that I’ve been able to make him more comfortable in our sessions.” This attendance to safety
has provided a necessary foundation for any other work to sit upon.
Trust and transparency
Trustworthiness and transparency is another key feature of a TIA. The professionals involved in this
case all spoke of transparency and truthfulness, ranging from what they could offer and when, their
availability, their past experiences, the limitations of their work/any treatments, and anonymity and
confidentiality.
YOUTH WORKER, for example, says that she is transparent in what she can and cannot do and offer
A and B: “I say to them: this is my number, if you want to ring me, ring me. If I answer the phone I
do; if I don’t, I don’t. But when I’m available then I’m present and I’m there for you.” She also says
that it’s important to follow up on promises of action: “If I say I’m going to do something then I’m
doing it.” For example, she asked one of the boys what they wanted to do before she took a leave of
absence from work for health reasons and he chose to go to the zoo – which she took him to. She
also says it’s important to be open about how information is shared. For example, she will ask if it’s
okay to feedback a part of a conversation to their social worker, so there are no “nasty surprises”. In
addition, she believes that “giving them support that’s unconditional and consistent has helped
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them be able to build that trust of ‘this person is still going to be there’. They’ve pushed the
boundaries like small children do and I’m still going to be there.”
In her work with Mr and Mrs X, YIS has also been transparent about her role and expertise and the
limitations of that, being clear that: “I’m not a therapist, I provide practical and emotional support
and from one parent to another. If I can’t provide a certain type of support then I signpost to
relevant support.” Similarly (although conversely), COUNSELLOR was clear that her role was as a
therapist and it was not her job to provide practical support or signpost: “I only literally work with
emotions and feelings and trauma in individual sessions with the client at the time we work together
… Other than that, outside her [Mrs X’s] mental health and emotions, I don’t work. It’s not in my
boundaries, it’s not my remit to do any signposting, for example.”
YIS is also transparent about how much she can help the X’s and is aware of not over-promising on
what she can deliver: “I never disillusioned the X’s to say that anybody has a magic wand and we can
make that go away. We can’t. But what we can do is support you through that and make sure you
get the support around that.” Mr X reiterated this, saying: “They’re not bullshitting you that
everything is going to be roses and everyone’s going to be singing and dancing. But if there’s
something they can try to help you with or try and point you in the right direction then they will.”
YIS has also been transparent about the limits of confidentiality and anonymity. She says: “I’m very
clear at the beginning of working with anybody … that what is shared with me won’t be shared with
anybody else unless there is safeguarding issues, that they’re in danger or somebody else is in
danger. Only then will I break that confidentiality.” This is supported by Mr X, who says that YIS was
“very honest, empathetic, and she assured us all the time that it’s between us. Sometimes she’ll
speak to Mrs X to see how she’s feeling and what she thinks. Sometimes she’ll speak to me and
there’s no cross-information. You know, like, ‘Mrs X, said this.’”
Mr X said that the transparency they have experienced through working with the VERU, and YIS
specifically, meant that he “felt that she could be trusted. Really trusted and she weren’t just
fobbing us off.” While Mrs X said that: “I absolutely trust YIS, I felt there was no judgement from her
… I found her to be very empathetic but also straightforward and direct. I felt in safe hands.” This
was particularly important to her after years of feeling let down by different organisations/agencies
who she felt made promises of support which didn’t materialise: “To be honest, my trust was
dimming a lot, but because with YIS and COUNSELLOR, they did what they said they were going to
do, they were in contact all the time with us, that trust came back. And I think it was important at
the time. We needed it.”
Peer support
In this case, transparency and lived experience also overlap and enhance the peer support provided
to the X’s as part of the TIA. YOUTH WORKER says that she has shared some of her past experiences
with the brothers when appropriate and believes that this has helped her to build rapport,
understanding, and a trusting relationship with them. COUNSELLOR similarly says that she will share
her experiences of trauma when it is “appropriate” and “useful” for her clients; in working with Mrs
X she did not feel that this was “necessary” as “Mrs X was always engaging and talking”. YIS says that
in her work with Mr and Mrs X she has “been absolutely transparent about my experience with
them” and then “it’s kind of been left at their decision on whether they want to talk to me about
that stuff regarding what happened with their child and they’re very open and very honest.”
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Mr and Mrs X both talked of how YIS’s sharing of lived experience was crucial to them, standing in
stark contrast to previous individuals and organisations they had been in contact with who they felt
were “working from a manual” or “handbook” or who might have a university education but little
life experience or experience of trauma. Mrs X says that YIS using her own lived experience to work
with them was incredibly important: “It wasn’t just somebody that was just doing it as a job – maybe
working from a handbook. You got how she was feeling about it and having that person to relate to,
it helped.” While Mr X was keen to emphasise that while “she obviously tells us” about her
experiences, “she’s not always using her son as an example” and “it’s all about us.”
One point made by both of the X’s was that they had sometimes felt that their trauma was, in some
way, not as legitimate as YIS’s, as their son had not died as the result of his injuries, with Mrs X
saying she feels “like a fraud in some respects.” However, YIS has repeatedly emphasised to the X’s
that trauma cannot be measured or compared in this way, telling them: “Your trauma is your trauma
and in actual fact, the feelings that you feel are the same as my feelings. The experience of getting to
those feelings was the same.” This is reiterated by Mr X, who says: “She said, ‘don’t minimise what
happened,’ because I said, ‘well, I haven’t lost my son.’ She said, ‘well, you nearly did. You got the
trauma of seeing what’s happened to him. You’ve been through a lot. Don’t minimise it.’ She just has
the right words.”
Collaboration and mutuality
In line with a TIA, YOUTH WORKER and YIS collaborate both with other agencies, each other, and the
X family. Both YOUTH WORKER and YIS work collaboratively with the family, making sure that
sessions are run together, in collaboration, rather than according to a traditional service model
where the professional is in the position of power and authority. YOUTH WORKER says that, in
working with the boys, “there’s no: ‘if you don’t turn up three time or if you don’t respond three
times then you’ve got to be re-referred.’ This is: ‘I’m here. I’m not going to just abandon you
because you don’t turn up for three weeks’ … it’s very flexible … and I think that gives them such an
element of control over the relationship. There’s no power imbalance.”
Similarly, YIS has worked flexibly with the X’s both in practical terms, such as when the sessions are
scheduled, and in their content. For example, when Mr X started working full time in a different
county, he could not do the sessions during working hours, so YIS arranged to speak to him in an
evening every week. Mrs X says of working with the VERU generally that: “They haven’t been telling
me ‘you need to do this’ and ‘you need to do that’.” COUNSELLOR was always also clear to Mrs X
that the content of sessions were her own: “It was always what she wanted to talk about in the
sessions … it’s about listening to what the client wants to bring in … What was her need at that time
in the individual session?”
YIS also says that her and YOUTH WORKER “keep in close contact with each other and sometimes
we’ll mimic our sessions so that it reinforces the message we’re trying to give.” She has also
signposted the X’s to other agencies and organisations such as Citizen’s Advice and homeless
shelters, when they were in the process of losing their home. While YOUTH WORKER says that she
often has calls from other youth, drug support and mental health workers, to ask her how best to
work with the brothers and how to engage with them. She says that telling other professionals “how
they’ve responded to me and what has worked and what has not worked … has definitely been a
huge part of working with these boys.” Sharing experience of how to apply a trauma-informed
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approach also illustrates how the VERU seeks to build wider capability in the system through its
interventions.
Multi-agency working
Linked to this idea of collaboration is multi-agency working, of which YOUTH WORKER says she has
“some fantastic examples of how it’s really helped young people.” However, at the same time, she
also emphasises that – particularly when working with vulnerable young trauma survivors – it can be
invaluable to have one main point of contact with whom they have built a rapport and trust, and to
avoid them having to continually repeat their story and relive their trauma. She thus takes a
“holistic” approach, trying to cover “lots of areas of needs and development” so that “it’s not like
meeting new people consistently, worrying about whether they can trust them,” while at the same
time utilising specialists and their expertise when needed. To give an example, she says: “If there is a
careers advisor that a young person has been referred to, I tend to find that that young person will
still come to me for that advice. I will then tap into the specialist, definitely, to use what they’ve
got.”
However, Mr and Mrs X expressed some issues with multi-agency working and with organisations
that they have been involved with in the past. Mrs X in particular talks of feeling “let down by the
system”, including social services, adoption services, the education system, and the police. She talks
generally of being “restricted by waiting lists” and “assessments after assessment after
assessments,” which she describes as “frustrating”. In addition, she feels that services and
organisations often haven’t delivered on promises of help and support. She says that she has “been
forever hearing, ‘don’t worry, we’ve got this in place,’ and then it just fizzles out to nothing.”
There has also been a failure from services, when support is no longer available from them, to hand
over or signpost to other organisations, meaning that at times support has been abruptly
discontinued or terminated. For example, support from social services was cut once A and B turned
18, despite the fact that they were still vulnerable and needed support. Mrs X says: “As our sons
were 18, they’ve stepped back. And it’s like, ‘well what do we do now?’ and it’s, ‘well we don’t
know, you need to find that out for yourself.’ And that’s awful. You just feel like your heads hitting a
brick wall all the time because you think, ‘well, hang on a minute, why I have put my faith in you for
all this time?’ She continues: “It baffles me that agencies aren’t working together, that they moan
about each other, and work against each other, and then wonder why there are issues with young
people. It baffles me to be honest.”
In the worst cases, such service failures have amounted to secondary victimisation. Mrs X says of the
police: “I’ve always been somebody that would put my full trust in the police department but, I must
say, I have been surprised and not in a good way.” She describes her son’s arrest, after he came out
of hospital, as highly traumatic, due to the “awful” police handling of the case. She says: “They
could’ve just asked him to come in for questioning but we got a knock at the door early hours of the
morning – when he’s already scared because he was back at our house after he was stabbed and
almost killed – and suddenly then to have your house full of police officers, just talking to you like
you were rubbish.” She felt re-traumatised by the incident, which sent her “into a strong downward
spiral. And I think if I hadn’t had VERU in place then, I don’t know what would have happened.”
These experiences further point to the need to ensure that all corners of the wider system can work
in a trauma-informed way.
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While Mr X talks of them having had problems, as a family, in accessing mental health and
therapeutic services, having to go through multiple agencies in order to get help. This stands in stark
contrast to the VERU, where the therapeutic help that they needed was there for them immediately.
Mrs X says: “After spending quite a while with authorities and being told one thing and then finding
out that that’s just pulled to the wayside, you just felt more in safer hands [with the VERU].” She
continues: “YIS asked if we needed counselling. I was the one that said first, ‘yes, please,’ because I
was at quite a low point. That was more or less arranged straight away. By the end of that week I
was getting a phone call from COUNSELLOR and then being told that we would be having weekly
sessions. That came at a time that I really needed it.” By acting so quickly in offering and providing
help, the VERU aids in stabilising and resourcing the client, ensuring safety as one of the first and
principle foundations.
Empowerment, voice and choice
Empowering clients, giving them a voice, and a choice, is also an important aspect of a TIA. Part of
empowerment can be in resourcing clients with knowledge and skills, and helping or encouraging
clients to make small proactive decisions or actions on their own. YOUTH WORKER says of A and B: “I
like to think that I have empowered them, as any small step they make is progress. I think I have
helped empower them to make certain choices and decisions and be in a position where they can
act for themselves.” This has ranged from practical tasks such as doing voluntary work or getting a
driver’s license, to looking up information. She has also given them tools and exercises to use
proactively. For example, when A was having nightmares after the machete attack, YOUTH WORKER
did some work with him around ‘dream-endings’, where she asked him to imagine a non-distressing
end to a nightmare. She has also done work with him around distraction, mindfulness, mood
stabilising skills, risk taking, and general wellness, which are all designed to empower him to help
himself.
Similarly, in working with Mr and Mrs X, YIS has set them goals, tasks and ‘homework’, to help
empower them to take more control of their lives. As Mr X said: “She said, ‘you’ve got some
homework this week. I need you to write a list,’ or, ‘your homework this week is just to do one thing
on your own.’ This ranged from Mrs X contacting her GP about her medication, or to both of them
dealing with the eviction from their home due to a police closure, which left them still expected to
pay three months’ rent. Mrs X says: “We just felt backed in a corner. YIS’s advice was to get onto
citizen’s advice. She had to say it a few times – we needed that and she knew that we needed not to
just sit back, we needed to be proactive.” Mrs X says: “She set us little tasks, goals, which helped us
to get advice and make informed decisions. With the house we realised that, as hard as it was, we
needed to hand back the tenancy.” Talking of the importance of empowerment and agency, YIS says:
“In the last session Mrs X said thank you for the work you’ve done for us. I spun that back – I haven’t
done the work: you have. You’re doing the work, I’ve just guided. You’ve completed tasks.”
Helping to give clients a voice is also part of empowering them. This may, for example, involve
sessions where a cathartic process takes places and active listening is employed, allowing them to
express themselves without interruption or comment. COUNSELLOR says, that in working with Mrs
X: “At the very beginning, she was very, very traumatised. She was crying every session. She just
didn’t know if she wanted to be here. It was very, very distressing. I was holding her there to begin
with, just listening. Let her cry, shout, scream – really loud cry … it’s very important to allow any
client to express their emotions and feelings, including tears, because that’s the healing part and
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process.” COUNSELLOR believes that her approach has helped Mrs X, “as I’ve had conversations with
her about how the experience of counselling was for her and she said that she didn’t know what she
would have done without it.” Mrs X said: “The counselling was invaluable to me … being able to
empower myself again, because I did go a bit to pieces … I just felt, ‘well I’m not getting anything
right,’ because everything was just falling to pieces. I think between YIS and the counselling, it gave
me back that power and enabled me to move forward”.
Similarly, YOUTH WORKER says that, with A and B, she gives them “air time just to talk if that’s what
they want to do. Not having to prompt what they’ve got to talk about. They kind of lead the sessions
if I’m honest. They come with whatever they want to discuss.” Similarly, Mr X says: “If you’ve had a
bad week, you know that YIS’s going to, like, listen.” YIS also adds that as the sessions have gone
along, Mr and Mrs X have become “more vocal … they’ve found their voice, especially letting me
know what’s gone wrong for them but also what works for them as well”.
YOUTH WORKER has also consistently advocated for A and B, ensuring that their voices are heard by
other individuals or agencies, particularly when they are unable or unwilling to be present
themselves. In the early days of working with the brothers when there were meetings with, for
example, child protection services, even though “they wouldn’t come … there would definitely be a
pre-meeting where I would meet with them: ‘Is there anything you want to discuss? Is there
something you want me to pass over?’” YOUTH WORKER continues: “So I was advocating for them in
those sessions and I still am now. For A on a regular basis. In terms of his housing needs and all this
kind of stuff. It’s making sure his voice is heard if he doesn’t want to quite communicate it himself
and making sure there’s a clear message of what he said and it’s not prompted by me, it’s his own
words.”
Giving clients choice is also a major component in empowerment. Choice may come in many forms,
such as clients having a choice in the time, setting, and content of sessions. YOUTH WORKER says
that her work with A and B has always been person-centred, and choice is central to her approach:
“Definitely they have choice in the work that I do with them. Down to whether they engage or not.
It’s not mandatory. They don’t have to turn up. They don’t have to answer their phones. They can
ring me back whenever they like. It is their choice. It’s their choice whether they speak to me on the
phone. It’s their choice if I pick them up. You know, it is their choice.” She adds that “I have always
given them suggestions … but if they don’t want to do that, they don’t want to do that. I’m quite
happy to be told, ‘that’s a rubbish idea and I don’t want to do that,’ that’s fine.”
YIS similarly says of working with Mr and Mrs X, that while she will make suggestions, set
‘homework’, and signpost them to other help and support, ultimately: “It’s not for me to make those
decisions for them … I never go in there and tell them anything. This is their session. This is for them.
I’m just there to support them.” Mr X supports this, saying of YIS: “She always says, ‘you don’t have
to tell me nothing.’” While COUNSELLOR says that “each session is led by my client. I would never be
bringing anything to ask her if she wanted to talk about. The question would be, ‘Hi Mrs X, where
would you like to start today?’”
Re-traumatisation/vicarious traumatisation
In conducting trauma-focused work, it is also important to think about the potential for retraumatisation, secondary victimisation, and vicarious traumatisation in clients and staff. When
professionals use their lived experience of trauma to help clients, this is particularly pertinent, as
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they may be in danger both of experiencing re-traumatisation (as a victim of crime re-living their
own experiences) and vicarious traumatisation (as a result of hearing about other’s experiences).
COUNSELLOR says that she actively looks after her own wellbeing. She describes having private
monthly supervision and a supportive peer group. She also tells how she reads, writes, and is
engaged in doing motivational speaking. She says: “So I do a lot to keep myself safe. It’s essential to
do so.” While YIS speaks of the practices and procedures in place at the VERU to support her, saying
that: “I speak to my manager on a daily basis. Instead of having a weekly supervision sometimes it
feels like I get extra. They’re very mindful on how much I give because I’m actually on a journey
myself … I get all the support that I absolutely need.”
In her work with Mr and Mrs X, YIS is also alert to signs of distress and when to take a step
backwards in sessions or move onto a different topic, perhaps re-visiting the subject in a later
session, in order to minimise risk of re-traumatisation. Mr X describes this process in practice: “You
start doing something and she could tell it was getting really uncomfortable and then she’d go a
different way. She might leave it a couple of sessions and revisit it. She’s given you other things to do
and think about, just gently trying to approach how we feel about it, what we feel like now. It
weren’t like that’s the timetable, that’s what we’re doing this week, next week we’re going to do
this.”
Similarly, COUNSELLOR says that she kept Mrs X safe from re-traumatisation by “only speaking about
what she wanted to bring in the session and was able to manage in the individual session”,
sometimes taking “a few minutes silence so that she could compose herself and then carry on
again.” She continues: “Basically, what I was doing, after we would talk and it would be very
traumatic, when my client had a few seconds of silence, I’d want to reassure and check. I’d ask her,
‘how are you feeling right now after disclosing and expressing this to me?’ and then her answer
would be, ‘I like you asking me that because if you didn’t ask me, I don’t know how I felt.’”
The impact of COVID
Neither YOUTH WORKER nor COUNSELLOR felt that COVID has had a big impact on their working on
this particular case in a trauma-informed way. COUNSELLOR says that: “I have offered whether we
do Facetime or phone and Mrs X was happy to go ahead with the phone which was fine.” YOUTH
WORKER also says that most of her work with A and B recently has been over the phone anyway, as
often one of the boys was out of the area or incarcerated.
However, YIS says that the pandemic has had an impact “in a way, because I’ve yet to meet them.
And it’s all well and done seeing somebody on a screen and talking to them but when you’re face to
face with them, you can feel energy. I’m a bit of an empath. I tune into energies and I think
sometimes we say things but our bodies tells us different things. I can’t see body language. I can’t
feel the energy. Definitely, there would have been much more work and I would have been a lot
more equipped to be able to incorporate different things. You can’t do that if you can’t physically be
with a person if that makes sense.”
COUNSELLOR also says that there has been a “massive impact working with younger people. Some
people I’m still engaging on behalf of VERU over the telephone, but the others who are a bit more
critical, they wanted face to face. Unfortunately, while this is happening, we are unable to do so, so
for some people it has been really difficult … at the moment, the situation as it is, we are unable to
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go and really support anybody who really wants to meet me and wants to see me face to face.”
While YOUTH WORKER also says that there has been an issue in getting in touch with other
professionals: “It’s not had a huge impact on my work with the X’s. But one of the things it has had
an impact on is other agencies, there’s people who only work a few days a week now and are more
difficult to get hold of.” So while the Covid pandemic has impacted the work in some ways, it has
also tested what is possible and what can be delivered remotely.
The impact of the VERU
Mr X’s work with YIS and the VERU is ongoing, while Mrs X has completed hers; YOUTH WORKER is
still working with both A and B. The family are now in a more emotionally stable and physically safe
situation. Having been evicted from their house after the incident, and having temporarily lived with
family, they now have a flat out of the area. Mr X is currently working away during the week and is at
home at weekends but hopes that will change in the near future. A is currently in prison and B has
just been released on license and is living back in the family home. The police and court case
regarding the attack on A are ongoing.
Both Mr and Mrs X say that they feel that their work with the VERU has been/continues to be, of
enormous benefit to them. Mrs X describes YIS as “such an inspiration” and thinks that her situation
has “absolutely” improved through working with the VERU, who have been “invaluable”. She says
that at her lowest point, before intervention by the VERU, “I did attempt an overdose because I was
just so overwhelmed by everything”. When Mrs X uses the term “everything” she is not only
referring to the immediate situation with her sons but the wider direct and indirect implications of
this. She specifically talks of her treatment by other agencies, who she feels sometimes added to,
rather than helped, her problems. Issues – that have been explored in the sections above – include
being made promises of help that never materialised, feeling re-victimised, having to wait long
periods of time for help, having numerous assessments in which she had to constantly repeat the
same information to different people, and being told what to do, as opposed to being helped to help
herself. She says: “You get people talking at you a lot of the time. Whereas I’ve not felt that with the
VERU, either the counsellor or YIS. They haven’t been telling me ‘you need to do this’ and ‘you need
to do that’. They’ve just been a very positive, supportive and they’ve got a brilliant hands-on
approach.”
Mr X talks of the VERU as having “a professional manner” but also making “you feel like you’re being
cared for and understood.” He continues: “I don’t think me and my wife could have done it without
them. It just felt exactly the right time. It was an actual service that fitted straight in that other
people saw we could need.” He also contrasts the help that they have received from, and through,
the VERU to help they have had previously, saying: “Considering what we’ve got help-wise from
Social Services, these ladies have done more in the last couple of months than Social Services did in
years trying to help us. Because they’ve just focused on us. Don’t worry about the boys, this is all
about me and Mrs X. It’s just to help you get some peace and get on with your daily life without this
affecting you too much.” He concludes: “I can’t say enough good about it … we need more people
like that … what’s out there is just woefully inadequate and then when you’ve got organisations like
this, that step up, I think that’s pretty good. I think that’s pretty amazing to be honest with you.”
While YIS, when asked whether she thinks the X’s situation has improved as a result of working with
the VERU, says: “I’d like to think that it has. They tell me that it has. I literally heard from Mrs X’s
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mouth, that if she didn’t have interventions from VERU, she believes she would have not got
through this situation. It’s been incredibly beneficial to her and I can see an improvement in their
positivity, in both of them. You know, seeing that there is light at the end of the tunnel.” And
COUNSELLOR says that by the end of their sessions Mrs X “was so much stronger. More able to make
decisions … we worked on self-care making sure her emotional needs have been met, looking after
her mental health in order to be able to cope with everyone else.”
Changes in the X’s network before and after involvement with the VERU
Another illustration of the impact of the VERU’s work is seen in the way the X’s network of influence
and support have changed. The diagrams below show the X’s network of individuals and
organisations from whom they can derive help and support, as well as other people they are directly
or indirectly influenced by. People/organisations shown in green were described as having a positive
effect, while those in red have had negative influences or not been received as supportive or helpful
by the X’s. The size and proximity of the square to the X’s reflects the perceived strength of the
positive or negative influence. Those in yellow reflect a mixed or neutral influence.
The change in the X’s network has been achieved largely through the VERU providing direct support
(as described in this case study above) and by signposting to support, or providing additional support
through agencies they work with directly. In this case, these include range of therapeutic and
housing support referrals. For example, when the family were going through the process of losing
their house, the VERU signposted to individuals/agencies such as Citizen’s Advice, a solicitor, and
homeless shelters for help and advice. In this way, it is clear that intervention has increased the
number of agencies involved and resources being used to support the family. In establishing trust,
building self-worth, and empowering individuals to reach out for support, the VERU can help to
make people aware of local services and their entitlement to them, and help give them the
confidence to proactively engage them. This can have the short-term effect of increasing use of
resources and associate costs, which is a consequence of the system (including the people within the
family unit) being unable to prevent significant needs and crises from occurring. However, in building
individual and community capabilities and by coordinating an effective multi-agency response, use
of resources may be decreased over the longer-term. It is important to recognise that higher use of
resources and costs are not ‘bad’ outcomes per se, just as lower use of resources and costs not
necessarily good if it does meet the required need.
Figure 4 X’s network before VERU intervention
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Figure 5 X’s network after VERU intervention

However, it should be noted that not all additional contacts in the ‘after’ network are through the
VERU. For instance, some – such as prison staff – are now present due to the attempted murder of A
and other crimes committed by and against the brothers. In addition, other contacts have been
acquired because the young men are now over the age of 18, at which point some types of support
change, such as them now having an adult social worker, and this in turn having a positive influence
on the X’s.
Conclusion: Summary of critical success factors, impact and challenges
This case study has highlighted numerous key factors, processes and qualities of taking a TIA that
have been key in helping to make the VERU intervention a successful one.
In employing staff with lived experience of trauma, their ability to share their experience of trauma
and recovery is utilised to help build rapport and develop trusted and empathetic relationships. This
is used judiciously: when it is thought to be appropriate, helpful and useful to the client. It is also
important that staff have processed their own trauma, in order to use it for the benefit of the client,
who must feel that they are the one being supported rather than doing the supporting.
Using a trauma-informed lived experience model necessitates consideration of the potential for retraumatisation, secondary victimisation, and vicarious traumatisation in both clients and staff.
Professionals in this case study spoke of the importance of both self-care and support from their
employers and colleagues. The VERU’s work minimises the risks of re-traumatising clients by being
alert to signs of distress in clients; knowing when to take a step backwards in sessions or move onto
a different topic; and re-visiting subjects in later sessions.
Reducing the risk of re-traumatisation is one crucial aspect of keeping clients safe in a TIA, yet there
are other considerations to take into account in making clients feel emotionally and practically safe.
The case study shows that practical aspects include drawing up safety plans in collaboration with
clients, which may consider aspects such as how to reduce contact with former negative influences
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and ways of keeping the wider family safe. Emotional elements include giving clients a safe, nonjudgemental space in which to air and share their feelings and emotions while feeling ‘held’.
Trustworthiness and transparency emerged as another main feature of the VERU’s TIA. The
professionals involved in this case all spoke of how important it was to be completely honest in
relation to what they could offer and when, their availability, the limitations of their
skills/work/treatments, and issues surrounding anonymity and confidentiality. This honesty is critical
in preparing the ground for any instances where confidentiality or anonymity has to be
compromised for safeguarding reasons.
Collaboration and mutuality also emerged as important ingredients, ranging from VERU workers
collaborating with one another, to sharing with and supporting other organisations through multiagency working, to coproducing resilience with their clients. This last point – of collaboration
between VERU staff and clients – is a particularly powerful one in a criminal justice context, as it
differs from traditional service delivery in which the balance of power is weighted towards the
professional, and where clients are often given few choices.
However, this case study also illustrated how a multi-agency approach can sometimes threaten to
overwhelm clients, who may find it more helpful to have one main point of contact with whom they
have built a rapport and trust, particularly in the early phases of support. In this way, the VERU may
help to coordinate help for an individual through a trusted, consistent connection, rather than the
individual having to navigate many different aspects of the wider system when they do not
necessarily have the ‘bandwidth’ to do this for themselves. In this way, the individual becomes the
organising principle of the support, rather than the support system determining how the individual
has to engage.
Finally, empowering clients is a fundamental aspect of the VERU’s TIA. Empowerment may come in
many forms but is essentially concerned with resourcing clients with knowledge and skills; helping or
encouraging them to make small proactive decisions or actions on their own; helping them to
express themselves and give them a voice; and allowing them choices in, for example, the time,
setting, and content of sessions. However, it was also noted in this case study that boundaries are
important, in order to keep both clients and staff safe. While there may sometimes be a tension
between the competing needs of choice and flexibility, and boundaries and structure, the skills of
the professionals involved in this case study, and the open, trusting relationships between
professionals and clients, mean that such tensions can be productively navigated when they occur.
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4. Child Criminal and Sexual Exploitation
Introduction
The Bedfordshire VERU is the only one of 18 Home Office funded units across the country to choose
to have an explicit focus on exploitation by incorporating it into its very name (the other 17 are
VRUs). The focus on exploitation was identified as an important enabling factor in the VERU’s theory
of change and this case study illustrates this focus in practice. It begins with a brief discussion about
what is meant by exploitation, before outlining the specific case explored and the interviewees
participating in this case study. The key themes from these interviews, which illustrate how the
VERU works with exploited young people and their families, are then discussed in turn, before a
summary conclusion is provided on how a focus on exploitation has been operationalised by the
VERU in this case.
Exploitation
Child exploitation broadly refers to the use of children for others’ “advantage, gratification or profit
often resulting in unjust, cruel and harmful treatment of the child. These activities are to the
detriment of the child’s physical or mental health, education, moral or social-emotional
development”.20
Exploitation is often preceded by grooming. This refers to the process whereby someone builds “a
relationship, trust and emotional connection with a child or young person so they can manipulate,
exploit and abuse them” (NSPCC, 2020). While people often think of the archetypal groomer as an
older man, as the NSPCC state that “anybody can be a groomer, no matter their age, gender or
race.” Grooming can take place over both short and long time periods.
Child exploitation is usually divided into two categories: child sexual exploitation (CSE) and child
criminal exploitation (CCE). The Department for Education (2017) defines CSE as follows: “Child
sexual exploitation is a form of child sexual abuse. It occurs where an individual or group takes
advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under
the age of 18 into sexual activity (a) in exchange for something the victim needs or wants, and/or (b)
for the financial advantage or increased status of the perpetrator or facilitator” (p.5). 21
CCE is defined by the Home Office (2018) thus: “Child Criminal Exploitation is common in county lines
and occurs where an individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce,
control, manipulate or deceive a child or young person under the age of 18.22” ‘County lines’ refers
to a type of criminal exploitation where “criminals groom and manipulate children into drug dealing,
20

Save the Children (2021) Child exploitation. [Available at:
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/keyword/child-exploitation]
21
Department for Education (2017) Child sexual exploitation: Definition and a guide for practitioners, local
leaders and decision makers working to protect children from child sexual exploitation. [Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/591903/
CSE_Guidance_Core_Document_13.02.2017.pdf]
22
Home Office (2018) Criminal Exploitation of children and vulnerable adults: County Lines guidance. [Available
at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/863323/
HOCountyLinesGuidance_-_Sept2018.pdf]
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often in towns outside their home county … its name comes from the mobile phone 'lines' that are used
to control where the young person goes to deliver drugs” (Children’s Society, 2020)23.
A three stage model of exploitation has been put forward: 24
1. Recruitment: Recruitment may also be thought of as a grooming process, where the young person is
enticed into a relationship with the groomer and trust is built up.
2. Control: The young person is encouraged to break away from their support networks (e.g. their peers,
friends, family and school). Soon, they become completely reliant on the perpetrator, who controls and
builds dependency upon on them. The young person is usually under the mistaken apprehension that
they are in a normal relationship (which may or may not be romantic) and may also be introduced to
alcohol and drugs, increasing dependence to feed an addiction.
3. Exploitation: the young person is then criminally and/or sexually exploited by the perpetrator(s).
Although the young person may still think they are doing things consensually, of their own free will, in
fact they are being (overtly or covertly) controlled, coerced, pressured, and/or threatened.
While all children are vulnerable to criminal and sexual exploitation, certain factors have been found
to make some children more at risk. These include: low self-esteem/self-confidence; lacking friends
the same age; being a young carer; being in/leaving care; a history of abuse; recent
bereavement/loss; homelessness; links to a gang; and living in a gang-affected neighbourhood
(Department for Education, 2017).
Both CSE and CCE can have severe short and long term effects on its victims and families. The NSPCC
identifies some specific impacts of CSE as including: isolation from family and friends; falling behind
on schoolwork, failing exams or dropping out of school; teenage parenthood; unemployment;
mental health problems; alcohol and drug addiction; having a criminal record; and suicidal thoughts
and attempts.
While there is no set model for working with victims of child exploitation, some general principles
(DfE, 2017; Ofsted, 2018; Hull SCP, 2020) include:
➢ Being child-centred: recognising children’s rights to participate in decisions about them and
focusing on the needs of the child;
➢ Involving parents, family and caregivers when safe and appropriate;
➢ Educating young people and their families about grooming and exploitation;
➢ Being relationship-based: establishing trusting relationships with children, exercising
professional curiosity and creating safe spaces for disclosure;
➢ Working flexibly: e.g. method of communication, times and length of sessions;
➢ ‘Staying with’ the child: e.g. when they are unwilling to engage;
➢ Being responsive and proactive: being alert to early signs of exploitation and intervening
sooner rather than later;
➢ Recognising the complexity of their situation;
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Children’s Society (2020) County lines and child criminal exploitation [Available at:
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work/child-criminal-exploitation-and-county-lines]
24
Sutton House Academy (2021) Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE). [Available at:
https://www.suttonhouse.org.uk/our-academy/safeguarding/child-sexual-exploitation-cse]
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➢ Understanding how to spot exploitation: e.g. even when an activity looks consensual
recognising that it may not be, and asking what is happening in their lives to make them
behave in this way.
Case study inputs
This case study draws on the views and experiences of four inter-linked people, all of whom were
interviewed for this evaluation:
•
•
•
•

GIRL (interviewed via SOCIAL WORKER);
MUM, GIRL’s mother;
‘YIS’, the individual youth intervention specialist at the VERU assigned to the case;
‘SOCIAL WORKER’, the family’s second and current social worker.

As part of the case work, the VERU delivered sessions with GIRL and MUM – which were
incorporated into their work together when appropriate, rather than being delivered as a structured
course – including exercises surrounding:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gang Culture
Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE)
Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE)
Joint enterprise
Drill music
Safety Planning
Goals lists
Self-esteem
Dream Board
Gratitude lists
Mindfulness
Strategies to stop self-harm
Risk Factors
Positive affirmations

In addition, case files and referral forms were reviewed and have been used to provide the context
to the work and to inform interview guides.
Overview of the case of GIRL
GIRL is a child who lives with her mum, dad and siblings, and was referred to the VERU last year
(2020). Over a period of four months, GIRL was groomed by a local gang, before being criminally and
sexually exploited. During this time she was coerced into various criminal activities, including
shoplifting, drug-taking, collusion, and county lines activity (drugs and weapons). GIRL regularly went
missing, often for days at a time, before being brought home by the police. One of these episodes
culminated in her being drugged and raped.
Social services became involved – initially in the form of early help/intervention –and the family
were later assigned a social worker. The social worker referred GIRL to the VERU during this time,
and the family received a call within a week. Her MUM says: “VERU got in touch and I wasn’t in a
great place but I said, ‘look, I’ll accept any help that I can get. Please help my child’.”
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It was decided that the VERU’s youth intervention specialist, YIS, would start having weekly (virtual)
sessions with GIRL, as well as support MUM as and when she needed it. However, GIRL didn’t want
to engage with the VERU and YIS in the beginning. YIS says that, initially: “GIRL was really reluctant
to talk to me, wasn’t really interested. Sometimes when I was talking to her, I got the presumption
that somebody was with her because sometimes the conversation was quite cagey. Eventually, it
was just like ‘I’m busy’ or ‘I’m not in the mood today’.”
GIRL increasingly suffered a range of negative psychological and behavioural effects, for which she
received support from CAMHS. YIS describes the impact of GIRL’s exploitation as “really deep
rooted,” explaining that “she has flashbacks, she has ticks. Her vocabulary will change when she has
a flashback. It can be of a sexual nature – the wording can be quite graphic. She becomes quite
hyper. She doesn’t sleep the greatest and she has low moods … she was self-harming.” While MUM
says: “I would say that the sexual trauma is what gives her nightmares.”
The family’s current SOCIAL WORKER expands on the psychological impacts on GIRL, saying that the
exploitation “affected her self-confidence, her self-belief, her ability to make friendships … it’s
impacted her greatly.” While MUM says that, by the end of four months, GIRL “was broken”, which
culminated in her taking an overdose of paracetamol in an attempt to take her own life, after she
told gang members that she could not meet them the following day and they threatened her. After
taking the pills she told MUM, who took her to hospital, where she stayed for a week recovering.
GIRL was subsequently immediately sectioned and taken to a psychiatric hospital, where she
remained for several months and began to engage in intense therapeutic work where the full extent
of her trauma began to emerge. YIS says: “What was coming out in hospital was that she’d been
raped. She’d been drugged. She’d witnessed a lot of violence … that there was plots to murder
certain members of the community, that she’d witnessed people being harmed.”
It was decided that, during this time, the VERU would step back from the amount of work they had
been doing with GIRL, while she was undergoing therapy. YIS says: “It was established that I would
take a backseat. I would still continue to call her and it was always on the same day for consistency. I
would ring her but we scaled it back to no more than 15 minutes a call.”
The content of their sessions also changed: “Instead of talking about gangs, we used the sessions to
look at what life would be like outside of the gang … our sessions were transferable skills, what the
future looks like … [because] she was at a stage where she felt like all this stuff had happened to her
and … she’d kind of written herself off. She was like, ‘that’s it, this has happened to me. There’s
nothing left for me.”
After being discharged from the psychiatric hospital, GIRL continued to work with YIS and SOCIAL
WORKER and this work is ongoing. She is also still supported by CAMHS and has a trauma worker for
ongoing mental health needs.
Working with exploited children
Through conducting interviews with both SOCIAL WORKER and YIS, in which it was explored how
they worked with exploited children generally and this family specifically, it was apparent that they
employed several key methods and principles. These will be discussed below; and as can be seen
from the previous case study, some of these methods overlap with taking a trauma-informed
approach.
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Building an understanding of grooming, CCE and CSE
Much of the work that the VERU has done with GIRL and her family has been in empowering them
through information: helping them to understand how the grooming and exploitation process works,
both in general and how this manifested in their particular case. This education has helped the
family to understand that what happened to them was not their, or GIRL’s, fault.
In order to be able to impart such information, professionals themselves need to have a good
understanding of grooming and exploitation and be able to recognise the signs when they come
across them. This may frequently be challenging, as the grooming and exploitation process often
leaves children believing that they are acting of their own free will, without coercion or control.
In this case, the professionals involved were clear about what CSE and CCE were. SOCIAL WORKER
says that, “in simple terms”, child exploitation involves “a young person being used to go and
commit either criminal acts or sexual favours for – well, for anything really. It ranges from attention,
to money, to drugs.” While, explaining what she understands by CCE, YIS says that it is “when the
child is coerced into doing something that is an illegal activity and that would come with county
lines” such as “peer on peer child criminal exploitation … holding money, drugs.”
Speaking of CSE, YIS says that it can have “so many connotations” and may involve acts not
commonly thought of as sexual assault. For example, young people may not realise that being asked
to “plug drugs” is “sexual abuse because you’ve got somebody else bending you over, showing you
how to do that, and that is sexual exploitation.” She also gives the example of “young girls that we
work with taking a friend to a party, set them up with a boyfriend. That’s exploitation, that’s
trafficking.”
While GIRL was in hospital YIS conducted sessions in which she explained to GIRL’s parents what
exploitation and gang culture looked like. Initially she says that “dad was of the philosophy, ‘well if
GIRL doesn’t want to be part of the gang, she can just step back,’ and I was like, ‘well actually, it’s
not quite that easy,’ and I had to break it down for them.” After that, and subsequent sessions, “they
had a lot more awareness”. By developing this psycho-social understanding of CCE, it has helped to
create a space for GIRL to recover in the family in which they all understand that responsibility for
the exploitation lies with those exploiting, not those exploited.
MUM echoes this, saying that when YIS initially “explained her job role, I just thought, ‘that’s fine,
that’s not me, we don’t fit into that category, that’s not us. But, at the end of the day, if you want to
help us, we’ll take the help.’” However, once they started working with YIS, MUM says that they
realised that: “Actually, the reality is, it was us. But I just didn’t even know that that sort of stuff
went on.”
This highlights how important it is for professionals working with exploited children and their
families not to be deterred by scepticism or unwillingness to engage – from both parents and
children who do not think they fit the ‘typical’ model. What follows below is the process of how
GIRL was groomed and exploited and how the family came to recognise this through their work with
the VERU. Although the three stage model talked of in the literature was not explicitly referred to by
SOCIAL WORKER or YIS – who say that they do not work to a particular model or set of principles –
their work with the family clearly covered information about each of these stages.
(i)

Recruitment/grooming

In terms of risk factors to look out for in cases of possible child exploitation, the SOCIAL WORKER is
“mindful that anyone can be exploited” and that some children “have – for want of a better word – a
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good family background.” As MUM says: “I would describe us as a normal family and I would say bad
stuff has happened to us really.”
However, there are risk factors that may make some children more susceptible to grooming and
exploitation. As SOCIAL WORKER says: “I think some people may be more vulnerable to it and that’s
often around potential things that they are not receiving in their home.” Simply put, in most cases
“things aren’t right in the home environment.” She highlights how, in this case, there were “issues in
the family in terms of the dynamic with the parents, and GIRL sometimes having a parental position
in the house” leading to “relationship breakdowns”.
SOCIAL WORKER continues that this may be further compounded by factors such as peer-pressure
and difficulties at school. This also fits the case of GIRL, who struggled academically, had body image
and low self-esteem issues, and was being bullied. This can result in children “trying to get that
attention and love from sources that aren’t good for them” at a time when they “are still learning
their decision-making processes” and “not fully understanding sometimes risky behaviours.” It may
then just take “the wrong person at the wrong time to make contact,” offering them what is missing
in their lives and exploit vulnerability.
Thus, when GIRL first met gang members when in town with a friend, she was receptive to their
advances. MUM tells how “the boys were very attentive to them” and “initially she felt happier, she
felt good.” As YIS says, ‘these people are excellent at making you feel great, and they are excellent at
showing you a good time for the first couple of weeks. Do you think they go straight in with asking
you to do a drugs run? No. What they do is pass around a joint and you say no for the first twenty
times and then you take one … and before you know it you owe a fiver. And they say, ‘well rather
than giving me a fiver, can you take this over to that boy?’”
At the beginning, MUM describes herself as being completely “naïve”. She says: “I didn’t know about
violence and exploitation. I just thought that she was in with the wrong crowd.” However, she now
understands how GIRL was vulnerable to being groomed: “I think GIRL desperately wanted to feel
accepted and part of a group of friends. She struggled academically at school because she’s really
dyslexic, been bullied by girls for a long period of time, struggled a bit with her weight, low selfesteem, all of those things. So, easy target, desperately wanted to feel part of a group.”
(ii)

Control

At the same time as establishing their relationship and connection to GIRL, the gang were
simultaneously undermining her other social networks and destabilising her wider life, in order to
exercise control over her. Specifically, they isolated her from her existing (positive) social networks
(e.g. her family and friends), attempted to prevent her from making new positive connections (e.g.
the VERU), and dismissed and devalued her education, schooling and attitude to work.
Giving examples of how the gang attempted to control and isolate GIRL, MUM tells of how, when
GIRL was initially referred to the VERU, the gang “would make sure that GIRL was out the house to
take the call from YIS. So, GIRL ends up having to take the call with YIS in front of the people that are
grooming her”. This led to GIRL’s full engagement with YIS only starting after she was admitted to
hospital and free from the daily gang influence.
MUM also gives an example of a time when the gang arranged a group phone call for 10.30pm;
knowing that GIRL wasn’t allowed her phone after 10pm. MUM says: “The rule is, no phones in your
bedroom after 10 o’clock … so who’s the bad one? Mum for not letting me have my phone. So, of
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course, you get met with a load of back chat … So they cause a conflict in the house by making the
child in the home push against the boundaries. That’s how it started.”
In order to further maintain their control over her, it was made clear to GIRL that refusal to comply
or participate in gang activities would come with personal consequences. MUM explains how gang
members “used to send her videos of people being beaten up to create that fear of ‘don’t step out
of line because it could be you next’.”
The gang also threatened not only GIRL but the whole family, creating an atmosphere of fear in the
home. MUM describes how “one of the first times GIRL ran away, she came back to get some clothes
and brought about 15 young youths with her. They were all mouthy and quite aggressive towards
her dad and I. We’ve got two other siblings in the house so that was scary for them.” In a short space
of time, this escalated to them making direct threats against the family: “My partner was threatened
to be stabbed, threatened to ‘kill you, stab you and cut you up.’”
(iii)

Exploitation

After the initial grooming and control process, the gang started to test GIRL’s boundaries and
loyalties by asking her to commit crimes. This started with smaller acts of illegal activity, building up
to more serious ones. YIS says that at first “GIRL was being asked to shoplift alcohol in order to get
her a supply of weed. In my eyes that was boundary testing, you know, ‘what will GIRL do?’. That
was clearly criminal exploitation.”
This soon escalated to county lines activity, where MUM says that her daughter “regularly took bags
from one place to another … once she opened the bag and there was a number of knives … she
would regularly have to drop drugs around different locations, and weapons.” She was also privy to
criminal acts, including violence and conspiracy to commit violence which, as YIS says, “is collusion in
itself.”
Professionals have to be alert for signs of exploitation, even when children say that acts are
consensual. In this case this was typified by an incident during a weekend in which GIRL went
missing and was later brought home by the police having been staying at a friend’s house. GIRL later
reported having lost her virginity to her boyfriend that weekend while ‘high’ on drugs. She said that
although she could barely remember the incident, it had been consensual.
However, both GIRL and her family now recognise that she was raped because, as SOCIAL WORKER
says: “GIRL was not able to give consent; she was off her head.” MUM says: “That was her first
experience of a sexual relationship where she was so out of her head on drugs that she had sex with
her boyfriend which she’d known for probably three weeks. And therefore, that to me, is rape. 100%
that is rape.”
Over a period of just four months, MUM describes how GIRL’s “behaviour was just becoming more
and more erratic” and that “the change was dramatic and really quick.” She describes her as
becoming “very lippy, always wanted to go out, wanted to push the boundaries, swearing at me.”
MUM says that during this time “our world changed beyond all level of recognition.” She says: “I
don’t want to use the word radicalised but she had almost been brainwashed into believing that
gang culture was better. They devalue education, they devalue working and they give a glamorous
portrayal of gang culture.” It wasn’t long before GIRL “thought that there was no other way.”
Even after being admitted to a psychiatric hospital, following her suicide attempt, and starting to
engage in therapeutic work, GIRL still didn’t see the extent of her grooming and exploitation. MUM
says that: “She still overly remembered the good parts of being in the gang. What she used to say
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was, ‘nine times out of ten we were just normal kids. We were just normal kids that all got on really
well and we weren’t really asked to do stuff very often like that.’”
However, through her work with the VERU, GIRL now has a clearer understanding of what happened
to her, saying that YIS “has helped me to look at how I see things.” More specifically, SOCIAL
WORKER says that GIRL now “understands how she was exploited.” SOCIAL WORKER continues:
“GIRL said herself how YIS has helped her to think about things differently with the gangs. It’s helped
her understanding of gangs and why they exploit, how they exploit, and it’s helped her to
understand that they’re not good. It’s also helped take away that victim mentality … They exploited,
it wasn’t GIRL.”
While YIS says that: “The work that I’ve done with GIRL has been spotting the signs, looking at
children that are targeted by gang members and what they might have missing. I broke all that down
and she went like a lightbulb, like, ‘oh my god, I can imagine every one of those gang members and
they fit the criteria of everything that you’re saying to me.’” YIS also says that, after her initial
sessions with the parents, MUM was soon “up and running and did her own research. I believe she
even had a female tea party, where they used the topic of exploitation in gangs. So, they were kind
of arming themselves with that.” Thus, the educative work done by the VERU catalyses further
learning, empowerment, and capacity building.
Safety planning
As children and young people who have been exploited and involved in gangs attempt to move away
from gang culture and rebuild their lives, their personal safety must be considered and plans put in
place to protect both them and their families. In this case, particularly as the family stayed in the
same area, it was crucial that GIRL and her family had a safety plan which addressed what they
would do if they encountered former contacts detrimental to her wellbeing.
YIS and SOCIAL WORKER have both conducted safety planning with GIRL. They believe that this
process is most effective and likely to succeed when safety plans are co-produced and have some
flexibility, rather than being a set of rigid rules. SOCIAL WORKER says: “I really tried to get GIRL to
have more ownership with her safety planning … So I did it after discussions with her and then went
through it with her.” While MUM says of YIS’s safety planning: “I would say that it’s not a set in
stone safety plan but that it evolves as our needs change … I would also say that YIS encourages GIRL
to own her own safety plan … She facilitates the plan as opposed to imposes it.”
Thus far, the main elements of safety planning have involved considerations around gang members
trying to contact GIRL and what to do if she encounters them while out in the local area. For
example, GIRL has now blocked her old contacts on social media, and if she sees any of her previous
social network when out alone she immediately contacts a family member, such as her mum or dad.
It has also been agreed that if she turns her phone off while away from home, that her parents will
call the police.
An example of how the safety plan is flexible and co-produced can be seen in the following
negotiation: although GIRL agreed to block her old contacts on social media, when YIS suggested
changing her mobile phone number, GIRL was resistant. YIS says: “That was the one and only goal
that she couldn’t complete with me. So we said, ‘ok, it’s something we’ll revisit.’” These elements of
safety planning illustrate the VERU’s attempts to work with GIRL to reorient her social network and
influences from one that is exploitative to one that is safe and supportive.
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The plan also considers how to protect GIRL’s family. For example, what MUM should do if she
perceives any risk to herself or threat to the family, such as GIRL’s old contacts turning up at the
family home, as they had in the past. While previously MUM says that she was “too scared or too
fragile” to act on this, she now immediately reports any unwelcome advances to the police. She
says: “There’s a particular girl that’s not allowed round my house and I’ll say to her, ‘if you’re going
to knock on my door, you step foot over my gate, I’m reporting you to the police.’” She says that
YIS’s encouragement to “report, report, report”, has “empowered me; I feel empowered.”
The safety plan has also been explained to people in GIRL’s new (positive) social network. For
example, GIRL has a new boyfriend, who YIS describes as “really lovely” but “a little feared up
because GIRL has disclosed a lot of stuff.” This has led to him sometimes discouraging her from
leaving the house as he is afraid for her safety. YIS, MUM and GIRL decided to sit down with him and
“make him aware that there’s a safety plan in place and, although all this stuff has happened, GIRL’s
life has to continue. Everybody will always be at risk, it’s what we do with that.”
Using lived experience of trauma
In working with exploited children and their families, professionals’ own lived experience of trauma
may sometimes be used in order to help build rapport and trust, show empathy, and forge effective
and lasting relationships and connections through their similar experiences. With the VERU’s
emphasis on lived experience, this is something that YIS frequently and successfully employs with
her clients. As she says, she has come to realise over the years that “I am these people that I work
with”.
In this case, YIS says she has used her own lived experience of trauma – specifically of being
“groomed and exploited” and being “diagnosed with PTSD” after the murder of her son – while
working with GIRL and MUM. MUM tells how, when YIS first contacted her, she said: “Look me up.
I’m going to be transparent. My name is YIS, this is what happened to my son. I’m not going to say
I’ve been where you are, because we’ve all got our own journeys and we’ve all got our own stories,
but I’m not somebody that hasn’t lived through some difficulties.’”
MUM continues: “So I did look her up … I did my validation on her really because whilst I wanted to
accept help, I didn’t want to accept help that was going to overcomplicate it. I wanted to ensure that
who we were having support us was helping us.” MUM says she feels that YIS’s background, and
lived experience of trauma, has enhanced their work together, as other professionals “don’t
understand the impact that the trauma’s had. How could they? How could they honestly understand
it? They’re just normal people.” The lived experience of the VERU workers therefore brings an
authenticity and a response from clients that opens up the possibility of recovery work taking place.
It enables a human to human connection, rather than emphasising the power imbalance of a helperhelped relationship
While YIS talks of how she has used her lived experience of suffering from PTSD to discuss with GIRL
about what to expect from therapeutic work – as she has been through it herself. She says: “When
GIRL talks to me and is in a low mood, this is where the lived experience comes in because I got
diagnosed with PTSD. I said to her, ‘when we go through therapy, it often gets worse before it gets
better but we have to tackle that in order to get through it.’ I think she’s got some faith in me.
Because I’m not just telling you this, I’m explaining that that was my process too.”
However, it is also important for professionals to know how much is appropriate to share and when,
maintaining appropriate boundaries. For example, YIS says that, in working with GIRL, “I said to her
that I’d been groomed and I kind of left it there for her. So she knew I had experienced something,
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but it wasn’t for me to go in and say, ‘this is what happened to me,’ it was more, ‘when you’re ready,
if we go there, then we’ve got identification.’ This conversation has not yet progressed, as YIS and
GIRL are still yet to complete their sessions on grooming and exploitation.
MUM also feels that YIS treads the fine line of self-sharing well: “She doesn’t dwell on her son. She
doesn’t overshare. She shares what’s relevant. I don’t end up feeling sorry for YIS, I come out of
there thinking, ‘god YIS, you’ve really used that awful experience to help other people,’ I don’t ever
feel like she’s a victim. I always know that she’s helping me, I don’t ever help her. It’s never like
that.”
Expanding on this, in considering using lived experience, it is important that professionals reflect on
whether sharing their own experiences will be beneficial for the client and make decisions
accordingly. In this case, for example, SOCIAL WORKER also had lived experience of criminal and
sexual exploitation. However, while she “has used it to some degree” in the past, she has not used it
with this family. She believes that, as the family had had negative experiences with social services in
the past, it was more important “to highlight that, although I was newly qualified, I’d had 20 years’
experience in social care settings.” She continues: “It’s using what is most helpful and it was felt that
it was more helpful to highlight my experience.” Lived experience is therefore not utilised in a
uniform way but selectively and deployed to varying degrees based on the perceived needs of the
client and the worker’s relationship with them. This skilled use of lived experience keeps the work
focused on the client.
Being person/child and relationship-centred
It is critical in working with children and young people who have been groomed and exploited to
engender trust and put their needs and wellbeing first, as they have frequently had their control and
choices taken away from them, their trust in people undermined, their wellbeing and needs
disregarded, and voices silenced.
Both SOCIAL WORKER and YIS work with GIRL in a way that is child/person and relationship-centred.
This has involved, for example, concentrating on her needs, working collaboratively, going at her
pace, prioritising her wellbeing, and allowing her a voice, choice and control over their work
together. YIS says: “It’s really about being person-centred,” which SOCIAL WORKER describes as
prioritising “the wellbeing of the individual … physically, mentally and emotionally.”
This person-centred, collaborative, approach was implemented from the very beginning, where both
SOCIAL WORKER and YIS discussed with GIRL how they could best work together and what issues
they would concentrate on. SOCIAL WORKER says: “It’s always done in terms of having a discussion
right from the start. It was discussed, you know, ‘what do you think would be helpful?’, ‘how would
you like to work?’” She says that this is “revisited every so often, just in terms of what’s important
and what’s not.”
In addition, YIS ensures that she doesn’t simply present information to GIRL in their sessions, but
encourages her to think for herself and for the sessions to be interactive and collaborative. She says:
“I suggest stuff to her but leave it to her to come to her own conclusion. I plant the seed. It’s not me
saying, ‘this is why people do X, Y and Z,’ it’s ‘have you thought that people possibly could be…?’
There’s no point me telling her stuff because if you’re telling somebody stuff, it’s not theirs.” YIS
believes that through this method GIRL has become “really empowered”.
Another key aspect of working with exploited children in a relationship-centred way, is building
rapport, a key part of which is being truthful and transparent, as often their trust in people has been
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undermined. SOCIAL WORKER says: “I need to build trusting relationships and I think if you’re not
transparent and you’re not truthful then you’re just sliding down a mountain and not going uphill.”
This analogy illustrates how trust is something that builds a relationship up (‘going uphill’); while
being less than transparent diminishes trust (‘sliding down’).
While MUM says of YIS’s relationship with GIRL: “I’m sure there were times where GIRL was rude,
not interested, disengaged and all that stuff. But actually YIS was consistent, she was supportive, she
was there … what she did was built a relationship with my daughter who was troubled and broken
and has built trust. ROSEANNN has been able to build that trust with GIRL, who doesn’t trust many
people anymore.” This trust is a foundation and prerequisite for the work. Finally, GIRL herself says:
“YIS's helped me loads - she’s positive and she really listens.”
Minimising the risk of re-traumatisation
In working with any victims of crime, professionals need to be mindful of secondary victimisation
and re-traumatisation. However, exploited children may be a particularly vulnerable group due to
their age, developmental stage, the nature of the grooming process, the coercion they have
experienced, and the type of sexual and criminal acts they have experienced as victim and/or
perpetrator. Professionals therefore have to be mindful of possible re-traumatisation through blame
or judgement, and/or in asking children to go into detail about, or mentally relive, their experiences.
In order to minimise the risk of re-traumatisation, YIS talks of the importance of handing back
control to the client, going at their pace, and making sure the sessions don’t seem too “regimented”.
She says that she “lets GIRL control her session”, “makes sure that the session are on her terms”,
and doesn’t “push her to disclose” or “go too deep”. This is reiterated by SOCIAL WORKER, who says
that YIS always “has the conversation at the pace that GIRL is ready for” and “doesn’t push
anything.” For example, they have not spoken directly about the specifics of the trauma that GIRL
experienced, as this could risk re-traumatising her.
Both SOCIAL WORKER and YIS also protect GIRL by carefully monitoring their sessions/conversations
to ensure that she is comfortable and not unduly distressed, recognising when breaks need to be
taken, conversations paused, or some subjects not discussed at all. SOCIAL WORKER says: “It is said
on a regular basis that if there’s ever things that we’re discussing – things that are uncomfortable –
and she wants to stop, there’s codewords she can use if she wants to.”
SOCIAL WORKER gives an example of when she, GIRL and MUM were talking about sexual health
screening, which has been “pushed” by MUM but has been “a sticking point” with GIRL. SOCIAL
WORKER says: “Mum became involved in the conversation that started to go on for far too long than
was necessary and you could see GIRL was struggling with it. It’s about recognising when things need
to stop and change because we are talking about uncomfortable things that are difficult, that bring
up a load of emotions for her, ranging from embarrassment to fear to anger to frustration.”
Similarly, at one point YIS and GIRL planned a session surrounding sexual exploitation and grooming,
to give GIRL more information and understanding about the process. However, after making this
decision, GIRL developed a tick that evening. MUM says: “YIS and GIRL were starting to go down that
journey and my daughter just couldn’t cope with that. So YIS backed off and said, ‘we don’t need to
go down that route yet. What we can continue to do is look at your recovery and your journey
around feeling physically, mentally and spiritually stronger.’”
Signposting and multi-agency working

50

The above examples lead us to consider the importance of multi-agency working in dealing with
exploited children, as they and their families may come into contact with numerous individuals and
organisations in their journeys. These may include – but are not limited to – social services, the
police, mental health services, education, the criminal justice system, the health service and
specialist charities. Both YIS and SOCIAL WORKER spoke of the importance of agencies working
together for the good of the child, communicating with one another, pooling and utilising their
respective skills and intelligence, and deciding the most appropriate person to deliver a certain
service.
Speaking of the incident in which YIS did not to go ahead with the planned session on exploitation,
she says: “I got in touch with the other professionals … I spoke to her therapist that deals with her
trauma and we were, like, actually this is probably not a great time for her to do that … Let her
continue with her therapy for now.” In doing this, YIS shows that she recognises the boundaries and
limitations of her role and expertise, saying: “I would never want to open a tin of worms that I
couldn’t close. That’s a job for a psychotherapist to work with … I’m not a trained a therapist.”
This idea is reiterated by SOCIAL WORKER, who stressed the importance of “having a collaborative
approach with all the partners, where we’ve got professionals that are trained in the area. They’re
the ones that are best at this point to deal with the crisis side of GIRL coming to terms with some of
the things that have happened to her. The exploitation of the sexual abuse is being dealt with
CAMHS at the moment through the trauma work that’s being done.”
YIS sees one of the key parts of her role in working with exploited children as working with, and
signposting to, other agencies that can offer different types of support that emerge as areas of need
in their sessions. She says: “It’s about signposting and partnership working.” YIS ensures that she
works closely with those providing therapeutic and other help and support for GIRL, in order that
they can collaboratively plan the work that they do with her and keep one another updated.
The key professionals involved with GIRL – including YIS, SOCIAL WORKER, the school, CAMHS, her
parents and sometimes GIRL herself – have regular core group meetings where they discuss GIRL’s
case. SOCIAL WORKER says: “I think when there’s lot of different agencies and everyone is really
busy, sometimes things can get lost, so meeting together is quite important, even though time is
limited.” She continues: “I do think it’s been a collaborative approach. YIS gives brilliant updates
after her sessions. School have really fought for her. The medical needs team have as well. Every
person has played their part. And GIRL has played a major part.”
However, the importance of multi-agency working does come with a caveat, as SOCIAL WORKER
warns of the danger of overwhelming and frustrating GIRL when too many individuals and agencies
are involved. For example, having different agencies involved in a case can risk the victim having to
frequently repeat their experiences, thus risking re-traumatisation. SOCIAL WORKER says: “As GIRL
has a lot of professionals involved, it’s also about not repeating things that don’t need to be
repeated.” She continues: “I think sometimes GIRL has been overwhelmed but that’s
understandable. GIRL has done really well to engage in the way that she has with all the
professionals, particularly as the majority of them are virtual because of COVID.” In multi-agency
working, there is an ongoing need for the VERU to coordinate support and input in order to
maximise its effectiveness and ensure it is provided at the right time, and to minimise the burden on
often already overwhelmed individuals.
Rebuilding self-esteem, self-worth and confidence
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Children who are exploited often have low baseline self-esteem, self-worth, and self-confidence.
This was the case with GIRL, who suffered from low self-esteem due to academic and personal
issues, which led to an increased vulnerability to being groomed. At the start of the grooming
process, children may initially experience a temporary boost in self-esteem, as GIRL did when the
gang befriended her. However as the process continues and victims are increasingly controlled,
coerced, undermined and isolated, their sense of self-worth and confidence can be further eroded.
SOCIAL WORKER says: “It’s affected her self-confidence, her self-belief” and YIS says: “A lot of GIRL’s
stuff was double guessing herself, her self-esteem and confidence.”
Thus, a key part of working with exploited children is to help rebuild their self-esteem and
confidence. As SOCIAL WORKER says: “YIS has been really supporting her to build herself up again.”
YIS has used several exercises to facilitate this. For example, she describes how they created what
she calls a ‘self-love jar’ in which GIRL and others wrote three positive things about her and put them
in the jar, for GIRL to refer to when she is feeling bad about herself and needs to boost her selfesteem.
YIS says: “We got an empty jar and I started first for her … I put that she’s beautiful inside and out,
she’s strong and she’s kind. And I asked her to put them in the jar and then I said, ‘you think of some
you feel about yourself.’ She struggled a little bit, so I said, ‘ok, so ask the members of your family to
write three things about what they think about you and pop that in the jar. And if you struggle to
find anything, open them all up and read them. If they’re duplicate, own them because this is stuff
that people feel about you.’” YIS continues: “I think her jar is quite full now. When she feels low,
she’ll tip that jar out and she’ll read all of those positive affirmations.” MUM says that this exercise
was “about recognising the strength and the positives of the person, because GIRL was absolutely
broken.”
YIS also describes how they made a “constructive decision and a non-constructive decision jar”. The
aim was “to empower her to take control of her decisions and to be able to see how many good
decisions she’s made”, as her confidence in her own decision-making ability had been eroded by
others making them for her. YIS says: “It can be anything: ‘I didn’t want to have a session with YIS
today but I had one.’ So that was constructive, so she’ll pop one in. Or ‘I didn’t want to have a
session with YIS so I didn’t do it.’ And then later she might have thought, ‘that wasn’t constructive,’
so she’ll take one out.” SOCIAL WORKER says: “I think these exercises have really supported her to
build herself up again.” The exercises have had a positive impact on GIRL, who says that YIS “helps
me to think about my decisions so I make better choices - she's brilliant!”
The impact of the VERU
GIRL and MUM’s work with YIS at the VERU is ongoing and they are still supported by SOCIAL
WORKER. While GIRL still has vulnerabilities and sessions left to complete, she and the family are
now in a much better place. GIRL no longer has gang connections and has forged new positive social
networks, including a boyfriend and his friends. She also now has renewed hopes and dreams for her
future. GIRL says, that as a result of her work with the VERU: “My life has changed for the better,
and I'm really thankful for YIS’s help. She's been so supportive to me.”
YIS, however, is keen to highlight the collaborative nature of their work. When asked if she believes
GIRL’s situation has improved through their work together, she says: “Without a doubt, but I
wouldn’t be so bold as to say it. I always bat it back to GIRL. She’s like, ‘thank you for everything
you’ve done for me. My life would have been so much different if I hadn’t of done any work with
you.’ And I always bat it back to her and say, ‘I’ve not done the work, you’ve done the work. I’ve just
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travelled this journey with you. This is what you’ve done.’ I always make her take ownership of the
sessions with me. I’ve outlaid stuff and she’s gone running with it.”
She continues: “I just think that this young lady is remarkable. She is so articulate. So intelligent.
She’s really humble. It’s the polar opposite from the young lady that I first started working with, who
was all street language, really quite boisterous and full of herself, very grown-up. It’s almost as if
there were two GIRL’s. She’s really morphed herself into something … She’s very calm. She’s very in
touch with her emotions, very in touch with her needs. Very eloquent in how she’s able to relate to
how she feels … She’s now no longer a victim, she’s a survivor. That’s her. She’s really empowered.”
She concludes: “It’s been beautiful to work with this young lady.”
Speaking of the qualities in YIS that GIRL has particularly valued and responded to, MUM says: “YIS is
very honest. She comes from a place of knowing what it’s like. She knows her terminology. She
knows how these things work and she doesn’t judge. She just supports and lends an ear and acts as
a confidant. GIRL metaphorically speaking loves YIS and she doesn’t love everybody.” MUM says:
“YIS has been truly transformational for GIRL … she picked up a broken, exploited young person and
she has consistently worked with, and supported, and invested in GIRL.”
Speaking of how GIRL’s outlook on life has changed, MUM says: “GIRL didn’t believe that there was a
future outside of gangs. She was vulnerable. She’d been completely brainwashed … And week by
week, piece by piece, with the other support … GIRL now sees herself now as a survivor with a future
that doesn’t involve gangs.” Finally, speaking of the VERU more generally, MUM says: “I am
genuinely passionate about the difference that this makes … it’s just an invaluable resource.”
While SOCIAL WORKER says that, having worked with GIRL both before and after her engagement
with the VERU, she can see the positive difference in GIRL’s behaviour, outlook and self-belief. She
says: “I think that has been a big shift … in her self-confidence, her belief that she can do school,
differences in decision making, and talking less about missing the gangs, missing that life. She’s got a
boyfriend, who is a positive influence, and has made a friend connection as well. She seems to be
using more of the strategies that have put forward, whereas previously she wasn’t, and that’s
helping her in the whole package of her own mental health and wellbeing.”
She continues: “If I had any other young people that were being exploited, not only would I want
VERU involved, I would really also want YIS there in terms of doing that targeted work about
understanding exploitation and emotional wellbeing.” Speaking of the value of the VERU, SOCIAL
WORKER says: “I couldn’t praise or recommend the VERU enough … I don’t know how to put it
without shouting that it is a service that is needed … It’s just a brilliant resource and it’s really useful
with the life experiences that people have there that can help lend itself for that trust building
straight away. It’s just invaluable. I would always recommend to any colleague and I would not
hesitate to refer … I couldn’t be any more glowing.”
Changes in GIRL’s network before and after involvement with the VERU
Another illustration of the impact of the VERU’s work is seen in the way GIRL’s network of influence
and support have changed. The diagrams below show GIRL’s network of individuals and
organisations from whom they can derive help and support, as well as other people they are directly
or indirectly influenced by. People/organisations shown in green were described as having a positive
effect, while those in red have had negative influences or not been received as supportive or helpful
by GIRL. The size and proximity of the square to GIRL reflects the perceived strength of the positive
or negative influence. Those in yellow reflect a mixed or neutral influence.
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GIRL’s network of individuals and organisations from whom she can derive help and support has
expanded since her and her family’s involvement with the VERU, as illustrated below. In this case,
professionals commented on how there has been particularly good multi-agency working, with
regular core meetings with all the professionals working with GIRL, including the VERU, social
services, education, and CAMHS. While the VERU has been involved in signposting GIRL and her
family to other organisations for help, such as for work experience, other professional connections
were forged through GIRL’s time in the psychiatric hospital, such as the therapeutic help she is
receiving.
GIRL’s social networks have shifted substantially from negative to positive. Before her contact with
the VERU she was associating with gang members, had few friends at school who could provide
support or a positive influence, and was bullied by her peers. After engagement with the VERU, GIRL
now has a boyfriend who is a positive influence in her life, is involved with his friendship circle, and
has begun to make tentative new friendships herself. At the same time, she has also eschewed her
old social networks: for example, by blocking former associates such as gang members from
contacting her on social media. The VERU has been instrumental in this shift in GIRL’s social network
through the work it has done with her.
Figure 6 GIRL’s network before VERU intervention
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Figure 7 GIRL’s network after VERU intervention

Conclusion: Summary of critical success factors, impact and challenges
VERU workers stressed the importance of taking a person/child-centred approach in dealing with
exploitation. In this model, trust and rapport, voice and choice, collaboration, and prioritising the
young person’s physical, mental and emotional needs and wellbeing are at the forefront. As in the
above case study (taking a trauma-informed approach), in working with exploited children and their
families, VERU staff’s own lived experience of trauma may sometimes be used in order to help meet
these ends. For example, sharing personal experiences of exploitation can help to build trusting,
empathetic, effective and lasting relationships. However, professionals need to be mindful of not
over-sharing, considering why and how their lived experience may help, as well as recognising when
it may not. VERU professionals are clear on how and why they utilise their own lived experience in
the client’s best interests.
In other overlaps with taking a TIA, VERU professionals were aware of the potential for secondary
victimisation and re-traumatisation. As discussed earlier, the need to be mindful of this may be
particularly acute when working with exploited young people, due to factors such as their
age/developmental stage and the very nature of exploitation itself. There is, for example, the
propensity for victims (and their families) to blame themselves (or one another), as the lines
between consent, coercion, control and criminal acts may sometimes be blurred, as one progresses
to the next. Professionals therefore have to particularly alert to possible re-traumatisation through
blame or judgement.
A key means of minimising feelings of self-blame is through VERU staff imparting information
surrounding the grooming, control and exploitation process with exploited young people and their
families. VERU staff achieve this through various formal and informal sessions and exercises around,
for example, CCE, CSE, gang culture, spotting the signs, and drill music. As the case study shows,
delivering such information may not always be straightforward, as young people and families may be
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in denial that these issues could apply to them. However, when these obstacles in perception can be
overcome, educating victims and families about exploitation has a powerful role to play in
empowering them. Through information, victims and their families can be helped to let go of
feelings of guilt and blame and put the blame back where it lies: on the perpetrators.
Once exploitation has been recognised and victims have sought help to rebuild their lives, it is crucial
that they be kept safe from further and future exploitation and harm. This may be particularly
challenging if former negative social networks are still present in the same school or neighbourhood.
It was apparent through the interviews for this case study that the VERU realises the paramount
importance of considering young people’s personal safety and of putting plans in place to protect
both them and their families. This may include planning what to do in the event of being contacted
by, or running into, those who have exploited them in the past. VERU workers believe that safety
plans are most effective and successful when they are co-produced with clients and have some
flexibility, as opposed to being rigid sets of rules that are imposed. This further increases the sense
of empowerment, choice and control experienced by clients.
In addition to keeping young people and their families physically safe, the VERU recognise that it is
vital that their emotional and psychological wellbeing is supported. Children suffering from low selfesteem, self-worth, and self-confidence may be more likely to be targeted by those seeking to
exploit young people in the first instance. While there may be temporary boosts to self-esteem
during the grooming process, ultimately young people who are exploited will typically experience
lower feelings of self-worth over the long term. Thus, a key part of working with exploited children is
in helping to support them to rebuild their own self-esteem and confidence, and feel good about
themselves and their decision-making again through various exercises and tasks (such as the selflove jar illustrated above).
The final thing to consider, and which all the case studies have in common, is the importance of
multi-agency working in dealing with exploitation, as young people and their families come into
contact with a myriad of agencies and individuals, some by necessity (e.g. the criminal justice
system) and some by choice (e.g. therapeutic support). This case study emphasised the importance
of individuals within agencies communicating with one another, and collaboratively deciding who
was the most appropriate person to deliver any given service. In such multi-agency working, the
VERU recognises the need both to be able to access a wide range of different services with or on
behalf of the client, in addition to minimising the burden on the client of dealing with too many
people.
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5. Developing community capacity
Introduction
In its first year, the VERU invested significant time and resources in building capacity and networks
through partnership working with community-based organisations to produce initiatives for local
young people who are at risk of/victims of/engaged in violence and/or exploitation.
This case study aims to illustrate this approach by exploring how the VERU has developed and
mobilised community resources to support target young people by exploring the ‘barbering project’:
a partnership initiative between the VERU and the Mary Seacole Housing Association. Through this
community capacity, it also aims to show how in turn it helps individuals to acquire the desistance
and recovery capital needed to change their situation and move away from violence and/or
exploitation. In doing so, it illustrates how such individuals become active citizens, who are engaged
in the rights, roles, and responsibilities of life.
Partnership working, co-production, community development and community capacity building
Generally, partnership working – sometimes known as collaboration, integration, joint working and
networks – encompasses the idea of two or more groups coming together to achieve a common goal
or purpose; and while this does not have to involve an equal division of responsibility or power it
does to some degree involve sharing control or influence (Community Change, 2010) 25. While there
is no single or universal definition of partnership working, the Big Lottery Fund describes it, within its
partnership working guidance for funding, as “a process in which two or more organisations or
groups work together to achieve a common goal, and do so in a way that they achieve more
effective outcomes than by working separately. This involves the sharing of skills and resources in a
climate of mutual trust, understanding and respect”26.
Partnership working thus brings together different organisations or services in order that they can
share, and benefit from, combined expertise, resources and power – the goal being to increase the
quality of services/service provision (Sheehy, 2017)27. Broadly, in most partnerships, all parties:
•
•
•
•
•
•

have a personal stake in the partnership;
are working towards a common goal;
have a similar ethos or system of beliefs;
work together over a period of time;
share a mutual understanding of the value of each other’s contribution; and
have respect and trust between them.

More specifically, a guide for third sector organisations who want to engage in positive and
successful partnerships (The Scottish Third Sector Research Forum, 2016)28 cites good partnerships
25
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as ones built on strong foundations of trust, leadership and flexibility. Based on research in the area,
they have developed six good practice principles: (i) ensure the purpose is clear; (ii) be clear about
expectations; (iii) be open about time and resources available; (iv) develop and support effective
leadership; (v) understand accountability within the partnerships; and (vi) promote opportunities to
learn and grow together. Furthermore, they cite the benefits of partnership working as: greater
impact, more resources, the spreading of risks, greater efficiency, and finding new and better ways
of working.
Taking the idea of partnership working a step further, services such as adult social care, health care,
drug services, education, nursing and housing, and criminal justice, are increasingly moving towards
systems in which services are produced in collaborative partnerships not just between services, but
between services and users. Although what has become known as ‘co-production’ can be traced
back to initiatives in policing and communities in the US in the 1970s, the concept has only really
been defined and developed over the past decade. The New Economics Foundation (nef) and the
National Endowment for Science Technology and the Arts (NESTA), who are at the forefront of
research on co-production, define it as a “means of delivering public services in an equal and
reciprocal relationship between professionals, people using services, their families and their
neighbours” (NESTA, 2009, p.11).29
In a series of three reports (NESTA, 2009, 2010a30, 2010b31) it is argued that the traditional model of
service delivery, where service users are passive receivers of a service, disempowers people and fails
to recognise their strengths, assets and experience. Conversely, public services and communities
working together are more effective “agents of change” and “people’s needs are better met when
they are involved in an equal and reciprocal relationship with professionals and others, working
together to get things done” (NESTA, 2010b, p.6). Such an approach presents an alternative model
to conventional service delivery, with the potential to radically reform public services and the
relationship between state and citizen.
More recently, coproduction has been articulated as sharing principles with community
development, which may be defined as “the practice of working with people at a neighbourhood
level to recognise and develop their ability, potential and power to make change happen for the
greater good” (Wilton, 2018, p.3). 32 Coproduction is aligned with community development as it
helps people to use their own experiences and capacity “to influence, blurring the boundaries
between ‘professionals’ and ‘service users’ so that power is shared more equally” (The Scottish
Community Development Centre, 2021) 33. Thus, coproduction is not merely about giving voice to
community members and groups but also about them being at the heart of developing and shaping
local services, policy, and partnerships.
When utilised successfully, community development strengthens the capacity of local individuals
and groups, in addition to local agencies and services (whether private, public and voluntary), “to
deliver things that matter to people and build local resilience and wellbeing, growing trust and
29
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relationships at a local level from the ground up” (Wilton. 2018. p.3). Moreover, what is known as
asset-based community development (ABCD) seeks to ‘build on the strong and not the wrong,’ by
bringing people together to facilitate conversations around what strengths and assets a community
has, as opposed to a problem-solving approach, which by definition focuses on problems.
Community development is, in turn, linked with community capacity building (CCB), which the UK
Charity Commission defines as: “Developing the capacity and skills of the members of a community
in such a way that they are better able to identify and help meet their needs and to participate more
fully in society” (Charity Commission 2000, p.3).34 While the Home Office define it as: “Activities,
resources and support that strengthen the skills and abilities of people and community groups to
take effective action and leading roles in the development of their communities” (Home Office,
2003, p.15).35 In practice, Craig (2007) argues that this revolves broadly around empowering a
community, which may specifically involve:
•
•
•

equipping people with skills and competencies which they would not otherwise have;
realising existing skills and developing potential; and
promoting people’s ability to take responsibility for identifying and meeting their own and
other people’s needs.36

This brief overview of the literature clearly shows the above methods support the VERU’s system
model described in Chapter 2. This case study now goes on to illustrate how the VERU actively and
successfully engages in partnership working, community development and community capacity
building. It also draws from the idea of co-production, by using service users and the local
community as positive assets, where education is a two way street in which both learn from the
other. In this way, more community capacity is built, local people feel engaged and empowered
through their interest and stake in such projects, and are embedded deeper into the community.
Case study inputs
This case study draws on the views and experiences of four inter-linked people, all of whom were
interviewed for this evaluation:
•
•
•
•

VERUWORKER1, the Youth Intervention Specialist (YIS) leader at the VERU;
VERUWORKER2, a Youth Intervention Specialist (YIS) at the VERU;
MSWORKER, a member of staff at the Mary Seacole Housing Association; and
YOUNGPERSON, a young person from Mary Seacole who is taking part in the barbering
project.

As part of this project, the VERU delivered sessions with Mary Seacole staff and residents, including
those surrounding:
•
•
•
•
•

gang awareness;
county lines;
grooming;
exploitation;
joint enterprise; and

34
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•

recognising risk.

In addition, case files and referral forms were reviewed for this case study and have been used to
provide the context to the work and to inform interview guides.
Overview of the Barbering Project
The Mary Seacole Housing Association was founded in the 1980s, after Councillor Desline Stewart –
known for her philanthropic work – began feeding vulnerable young people and children, who had
run away from home, in her own kitchen. After a grant from Urban Aid, and with assistance from
Luton Borough Council and Luton Churches, the Housing Corporation purchased two houses to
support her work in 1986. Cllr Stewart named the new housing association after Mary Seacole, the
British-Jamaican nurse and heroine of the Crimean War. The Mary Seacole Housing Association now
has ten properties in the Luton area, which provide accommodation and support for vulnerable
individuals. As VERUWORKER2 explains, these individuals could be dealing with “domestic violence,
it could be grooming or exploitation, it could be mental health issues, it could be fleeing from their
families; the main important thing is these are people with vulnerabilities.”
The VERU and the Mary Seacole Housing Association share common aims in seeking to engage
young people and divert them from possible criminal activity by providing them with relatable and
transferable skills. The organisations have partnered in the past, for example, to co-deliver
awareness-raising and best practise talks to professionals in local public and third sector
organisations. Building on this base, they have worked together to create the Mary Seacole
Barbering Academy, which is funded by the VERU. The Academy is run by a barber with 30 years of
experience, who trains young people who have experienced homelessness and/or who may be at
risk of being, or have been, exploited or drawn into gangs. The project initially targeted those aged
16-25 living in the Mary Seacole Housing Association's homes and is now expanding to vulnerable
young people across Bedfordshire.
The basic aim of the project, as explained by VERUWORKER2 is: “To give the young people the
opportunity and ability to learn a new skill.” In doing this, MSWORKER explains that the barbering
project is also designed to serve as a diversion: “we want for young people who may be at risk of
exploitation to be able to have something positive within their lives, to be able to move forward and
make the correct choices if they were faced in a situation where they need to make a good choice.”
More specifically, their goal is: “Trying to upskill individuals who might be at risk of exploitation, or
who might be involved in any type of criminal exploitation. Trying to give people the skills,
employability skills, skills that they will be able to use to change their life, and to do something
positive with their lives.” Aside from barbering skills, young people are also taught a range of other
skills, as described by VERUWORKER1: “They’re very good transferrable skills: customer service,
problem solving, following instructions and time management. I think with the young people, it
helps them to know that there is opportunity. This project gave them hope that there are
opportunities out there if you learn a new skill.”
This case study illustrates how the project has achieved the above aims with a young male who has
been living at Mary Seacole for a year as a result of a bad relationship that left him homeless and
who subsequently joined the barbering project. Describing his motivations, MSWORKER says: “He
was extremely interested in joining the barbering project when he heard about it, as he just wanted
to change his life. I don’t think he had been doing a lot with his life for quite some time and he
wanted to achieve a qualification which could help him, obviously not get involved in the wrong
crowd, and also be able to help upskill himself to get some employment or open his own company.”
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YOUNGPERSON himself supports this, saying: “It’s just like something different. I wanna learn new
things in life, so if I don’t have a backup for something, I have something else in place … I wanted to
learn to cut people’s hair and learn how to do a trade.”
The sections below present the key themes and critical success factors involved in achieving the aims
of this project.
Partnership working
A key factor in the success of the project is the relationship and partnership working between the
VERU and Mary Seacole. VERUWORKER1 explains how the relationship with Mary Seacole was
established soon after the VERU began, with the VERU “naturally gravitating towards them” due to
their common goals. They first worked together after Mary Seacole booked the VERU to conduct a
number of sessions with their staff and young people about criminal and sexual child exploitation.
VERUWORKER1 says: “Mary Seacole was the first external organisation the VERU delivered to, it was
almost like they were our pilot for our delivery – the young peoples’ delivery was with them, the
professionals’ delivery was with them first.” She continues: “They gave us really good feedback,
really, really honest feedback on our sessions, our delivery, our content. And it helped us to
improve.” VERUWORKER1 says that the relationship “flourished” from that point.
Linked to, and expanding upon, the above observation about honest feedback facilitating
improvement, the partnership between the VERU and Mary Seacole benefits from regular, open
communication. MSWORKER says: “We are constantly talking to, in communication with
VERUWORKER1, and with the other guys from the VERU.” This communication can lead to learning
which, in turn, can lead to changes being made on both sides: “If there is something that comes up
at the end of the VERU sessions when they do their evaluations, they tailor their sessions with
regards to the feedback as well. So, I think they’re constantly making changes on their side. We’re
able to communicate if we think something needs to be changed in a different way, and likewise, to
us as well. So, we have a really good relationship with the team.”
The communication is built on a shared vision and values and mutual trust and respect, which
emerges as an important factor in the partnership. VERUWORKER1 says: “We like Mary Seacole
because it is quite grass-root, it’s quite established, they get really good engagement with their
young people … I think for what we want to achieve, a lot of their goals and a lot of their aims as an
organisation aligns with what we believe as a unit.” MSWORKER echoes these sentiments, saying: “If
you have people that are very likeminded and want the same outcomes, it really does make the
relationship work … I find the VERU team are quite likeminded to us, they have that flexible,
understanding approach.” VERUWORKER2 concurs: “We’re all singing from the same hymn sheet,
we all want the same outcome, which is safety for our young people, awareness, inclusivity.”
Giving a concrete example of similarities in working, MSWORKER highlights the idea of using lived
experience (which will be explored in more detail later in this chapter and which is the subject of its
own case study below) to work with clients. This can produce myriad of benefits, including
promoting and facilitating trust, rapport, hope, safety, trust, collaboration, recovery and healing. She
says: “A lot of the VERU staff have a lot of life experiences, the same as the Mary Seacole team,
which we can bring to the role and tailor the support to what our client and our participants actually
need.”
Describing how the barbering project specifically aligns with the VERUs own vision, VERUWORKER1
talks of how it supports and empowers young people, gives them skills and opportunities (desistance
capital), and diverts them from criminal activity. She says that they funded the project “to support
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Mary Seacole in what they’re doing to engage and encourage and divert young people from some of
the activities that are happening in our community.” She continues: “We want to be able to fund
organisations who are willing and are very proactive in supporting young people, giving
opportunities, and I think they have delivered this.”
Similarly, VERUWORKER2 says that by working in partnership in this project they hoped to, and
believe they have, achieved better safeguarding of vulnerable young people, in addition to “making
sure there is opportunities for them, and also empowering them to take that next step.” She
continues: “I think that we want the same objective, which is to work at a grass root level, to actually
touch these young people lives, to make a difference, to make more opportunities for them.”
Recognising and utilising one another’s different strengths, areas of expertise and knowledge is also
vital to the partnership. MSWORKER says: “Everyone sort of covers their own area.” VERUWORKER2
also emphasises how “we’ve both learned things from each other”. And VERUWORKER1 adds that: “I
think from me personally, and what we’ve learned as a team, is we can’t do this alone. Obviously,
the existence of the VERU is to build a network of community with young people to try to tackle
child criminal exploitation, and it can’t be done alone. So, partnerships are important. In particular,
Mary Seacole’s partnership is very rewarding to what we want to put out there.” VERUWORKER2
concludes: “We’re all teachable, we’re all able to learn something new, and it is about sharing
everything we know, and I think it’s vice versa on both.”
The factors considered throughout this section, combined, come together to make for what
VERUWORKER2 describes as an “amazing” partnership. The two organisations now regularly work
together on projects and co-deliver awareness talks and best practise deliveries to professionals,
such as local authorities across Bedfordshire, on issues such as young people and housing.
MSWORKER says: “I’m quite excited moving forward to continue working with the VERU and I know
my colleagues and manager share the same view.”
Capacity building at an organisational level
This section looks at how the project has gone about building capacity at an organisational level,
considering the impact that delivering the project has had on the Mary Seacole organisation, its
staff, relationships with the community, and the organisation’s ambitions. It also considers how
delivery of the project and the input of the VERU has brought about these impacts.
In broad terms, the VERU has helped Mary Seacole by offering financial funding, support, guidance,
evaluation, feedback, promotion, networking, and its own unique knowledge and expertise.
Expanding upon some of these general inputs, VERUWORKER1 says that they have provided
“support and guidance for Mary Seacole staff delivering the project, helping them evaluate, helping
engage with young people, and promoting the project”. She continues: “We help them raise
awareness. We help them to communicate with the young people and vulnerable adults about
particular topics and how to approach situations.”
More specifically, one of the major factors that emerged from the interviews in relation to
organisational capacity building was how VERU staff have used their expertise to capacity-build Mary
Seacole staff on issues surrounding exploitation and how to work with those at risk of, or
experiencing, exploitation. MSWORKER believes that the VERU’s one-to-one and group sessions
around exploitation have “played a big part” in the project and aided staff development and
learning. She says that the VERU “work very closely with our guys to be able to give them the
information they need about exploitation, upskilling them, raising awareness. They’re pretty much
involved in doing all of our crime reduction element.”
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Supporting this, VERUWORKER1 adds that Mary Seacole staff “weren’t aware of some of the issues
surrounding young people that are more specific to child criminal exploitation. We opened up their
minds to certain aspects of that.” As articulated by MSWORKER, this background knowledge is vital
to their work as: “It’s all good being able to give someone the skills to upskill themselves and gain
employment, but without the VERU providing the awareness of what’s actually happened to the
young people, what choices they need to make within their life, and how choices can actually affect
their future, I don’t think the barbering project would work as well.”
Furthermore, MSWORKER believes that the project has not only helped to educate Mary Seacole
staff who came to the project with little or no understanding and knowledge of CCE and CSE, but
also to help others expand upon or refresh existing knowledge. She says that for herself as an
individual: “My personal background is that I studied criminology; I come from a crime related
background, I’ve worked with prisons and stuff like that. So the knowledge was there from my
studying years but to have refreshers is just so good and just to see it from other people’s point of
view.”
Another key area in which organisational capacity has been built during the course of the project is
in the acquisition of applied skills for Mary Seacole staff, facilitated by the VERU. These may include,
for example, skills involved in project delivery and/or in working with exploited young people.
VERUWORKER1 says: “I think the staff were able to gain a brand spanking new skill set to be able to
deliver the project.” In addition, she says that: “The VERU also help in developing skills in the sense
of dealing with a specific group of young people who may be dealing with specific issues.”
The project has also helped to establish and build upon relationships between Mary Seacole and the
wider community. This started right at the beginning at the opening launch, which VERUWORKER2
describes as “an open house, with people from the community coming in and out.” MSWORKER also
talks of how the project has had an “impact on the wider community such as crime reduction”,
something which they highlight in talks to other community and external organisations.
VERUWORKER2 concludes: “It’s community based. It’s about being parent-led. It’s about being
young person-led. It’s about being inclusive. It’s not just for professionals; it is basically, let’s work
together, but involve the community.” In this sense, the project has an element of co-production at
its core.
Working with the VERU on the project has also built capacity within Mary Seacole by increasing its
exposure, networking, and reach beyond the local community. VERUWORKER1 says: “I think Mary
Seacole has always been prominent among the Luton community … but I think by working with us,
we’ve opened them up in Bedfordshire so they’re able to deliver sessions alongside us to colleagues
within Central Beds and in Bedford itself, and then outside of Bedfordshire county. I think it’s been
really good exposure for them.” VERUWORKER1 adds that such outside organisations are now aware
of Mary Seacole “in a capacity of best practise and I think that’s been really, really, really good.”
MSWORKER supports this, saying that the VERU promoting the project has helped to “build our
network quite a lot.”
Capacity building at an individual level
In this section we reflect on how the project has built capacity at an individual level, by considering
what young people themselves have gained through engagement in the initiative. This includes
factors such as self-confidence, self-worth, life skills, technical skills, employability, enterprise,
resilience, reflective capacity, hope, and aspirations. We also look at how individuals have acquired
these capacities, considering, for example, what it is about the project, organisation, relationships,
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setting and focus of the intervention that has enabled this. In order to illustrate these points, we
additionally look at how the VERU has used its lived experience model to educate young people
about exploitation, and how young people have learnt new skills.
In addition to delivering sessions to Mary Seacole staff, the VERU also delivers sessions to young
people within Mary Seacole on issues such as gangs and exploitation. In doing so, the VERU brings its
lived experience to help engage and educate. VERUWORKER2 explains how she uses her own
experience to do this: “My son was murdered in 2018 and I use that as a platform to gain credibility
with the young people. Part of that session is violence and knife crime, so I explore the events that
happened with him and then we touch on joint enterprise and compulsive decision making. So it’s
like fact sharing and information for them, but real as well.”
Reflecting on how the VERU combine using their own lived experience with their more theoretical
expertise on the subject of violence and exploitation, in order to educate young people, MSWORKER
believes that the model is very effective. She says: “When VERUWORKER2 tells her story to our
residents, it really does affect how they think about life and they see things in a totally different light
… I think in regards to young people, sometimes you need that really hard-hitting truth to be able to
change their life. VERU definitely have that: they have a team that have a lot of lived experience, and
a lot of knowledge that they’ve gained through studying. I think they’ve got an amazing mixture of
stuff they can bring to the table for the young people.”
Ultimately, the aim of the project – as illustrated in the case of YOUNGPERSON below – is to help
young people develop various skills to further their social and economic inclusion. These may
ultimately lead to concrete employment opportunities in the ‘outside world’, or internally within
Mary Seacole as a kind of intermediate labour market. VERUWORKER1, for example, tells how
residents of Mary Seacole may progress from participating in a project such as the barbering one, to
being offered paid work within the organisation, as their skill sets and confidence develop. She says:
“You can see that the support, and the training, and the delivery of what we brought to Mary
Seacole has given the young people inner confidence to use their new skills.”
Coproduction also plays a role in building capacity at an individual level. Firstly, the VERU and Mary
Seacole actively seek young people’s feedback on the sessions that are run, take on board their
views, and make changes accordingly. This has led to successful engagement and learning. While
MSWORKER says that a key success factor is in making young people feel that they have some say
and ownership over the project, which is customised to fit their needs. She says: “We've got a
brilliant team that work who are able to engage the harder to reach people to bring them into the
project and make them feel like it's their own. It’s quite flexible, and it can be quite tailored to the
individual.”
An example of capacity building at an individual level: YOUNGPERSON
This section describes the case of YOUNGPERSON, who was interviewed as part of this evaluation, in
order to illustrate in a more concrete way how the barbering project built individual capacity. The
young man began living on Mary Seacole after becoming homeless about a year ago, and became
involved in the barbering project at a time when there was very little else of a positive or
constructive nature in his life. MSWORKER says: “From the start he really, really took to the
barbering course. Prior to the course he was literally in his room doing nothing in the day and then
going out with friends in the evenings. But he was on time to sessions, he never missed any sessions.
He done really, really, really well. He attended every single session.”
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However, half way through his training YOUNGPERSON was the victim of a violent attack by a group
of youths with weapons, which triggered mental health issues, including debilitating anxiety. While
he continued to attend the project, MSWORKER describes him as being more “withdrawn, he wasn’t
as involved in the sessions”. After his mental health deteriorated further he was hospitalised for
several weeks. On his discharge, staff from Mary Seacole were critical in providing him with the
support that he needed to rebuild his resilience and confidence, in order to empower him and help
him move forward on the path that he had started down.
MSWORKER says that, “with staff support, he was able to get back on the course and be able to do
really, really well.” VERUWORKER2 also emphasises the importance of him having “people he could
reach out to for support, and support could be offered to him.” She continues: “It’s also about
empowering these young people to know that sometimes in life things happen, and sometimes
those things are not the greatest thing, but we can move forward from them and do something
positive.” MSWORKER says of YOUNGPERSON: “We just thought it was really, really amazing how
he’d picked himself back up and had just really thrown himself back into the barbering project and
was able to get his life back on track again, and use that as his focus to be able to move forward.”
YOUNGPERSON describes the types of skills that he has learnt, ranging from barbering skills
themselves (e.g. cutting hair), to broader skills such as running and promoting a business. He says
that while they are taught practical barbering skills, “we have this other guy that we talk to and he
tells us about the business side to barbering, like how to set up your own social media, like to set up
your own business, all that sort of things. There is another element to it.”
YOUNGPERSON views the environment and setting in which the project takes place, and the people
involved, as vital in helping him acquire these skills. He puts this, in part, down to the relative
informality of the setting and teaching. He describes how “learning different things, different
techniques and skills” has been enhanced by “having laughs, jokes, banter.” This is supported by
MSWORKER, who says that one of the key success factors to the project is that: “It's not as formal a
setting as school or college, it's very urban, very laid back.” The skills and backgrounds of the staff
and the wider culture of the organisation enable learning to take place in this way.
Critically, the barbering project has fostered YOUNGPERSON with hope for the future, which he can
now look towards in a positive way and articulate his ambitions and aspirations in both the shortand longer-term. He says that, initially, “I just want all the qualifications you can get for barbering”.
Subsequently, after the course, he would “like do an apprenticeship first, just to put me at ease and
then work my way up from there.” Eventually, he hopes that one day he might set up his own
business.
This illustrates the way in which the project provides not merely practical skills, but confidence
generated by having someone believe in them and their ability to put their newly acquired skills to
use. In this vein, MSWORKER talks of how there have been gains in YOUNGPERSON’S selfconfidence, motivation, determination and drive. She says: “He is so much more confident in
himself; he’s got amazing barbering skills now that he continues to practise on. He’s determined to
achieve his goals, and I think in himself he just shows the ability to make the correct choice now
within his life and the decisions to be able to move his life forward, and to be able to make
something really positive out of his life.” All interviews recognise the change in aspiration and
confidence as significant distance travelled since YOUNGPERSON’s initial engagement.
Finally, the barbering project has helped this previously vulnerable young person, seen as being at
risk of exploitation, to move away from potentially negative peer influences. MSWORKER says: “He
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wants to do more for himself and he sort of removed himself from doing other things where he
could be getting into trouble … He used to spend a lot of time out in the evening, but now he doesn’t
spend as much time out, he’s very much more at home, getting up early, being able to come to
sessions.” She continues: “I think there has definitely been a change, maybe not completely in the
peers he has, but the amount of time he spends out with peers compared to how it was initially
when he came to Mary Seacole.”
The impact of COVID
Asked about any challenges of the barbering project, the COVID-19 pandemic emerged as the most
prominent issue. VERUWORKER1 says: “With the lockdown it limited the amount of people who
could engage in the project. I feel that if only we had a different situation it would have just been
amazing … I think it would have been 100% more of a success if we were able to do things in person”
because of the depth and quality of relationship that would have been more possible.
VERUWORKER2 similarly talks of how the pandemic has meant that she hasn’t been able to conduct
the face-to-face work that she usually would: “I haven’t worked with anybody, that is one-to-one,
that is enrolled on the barbering project just yet.” YOUNGPERSON also says that the pandemic has
affected how he looks to the future in regards to the new skills he has learnt on the barbering
project and what he might do with them: “We’ve still got the virus going about so it’s hard to plan
things; I don’t really want to plan too far ahead.” However, VERUWORKER1 believes that: “I think
we’ve achieved a lot of great things despite the pandemic.”
The impact of the VERU
MSWORKER is keen to emphasise both how positive she feels about the partnership working that
goes on between the VERU and Mary Seacole – as has been seen throughout this case study – in
addition to how impactful the VERU is more generally in the local area. Speaking to their partnership
work, she says: “As an organisation we’ve had a really positive experience working alongside VERU
and they’ve done a lot of work for us with regards to staff, upskilling our staff and training sessions
for our staff members, being able to have awareness for all types of exploitation and crime as well.”
While speaking to the VERU’s broader work, she says: “I think their work is amazing, it’s very
impactful and definitely needed across Bedfordshire.” MSWORKER particularly praises the VERU’s
ability to “engage the hard-to-reach young people and older people that wouldn’t really engage in
other services”. She puts this down to ”the dynamics of the team, which are so raw and real,”
helping them to “pull these people in, to engage in the services and provide them with the support
that they need.”
Asked about anything that the VERU could improve upon or do better, MSWORKER simply
articulates that they just need to do “more of what they’re doing already”, in respect of “more
projects, more funding for projects.” She concludes on the resoundingly positive note: “We really,
really, really like the VERU and the work that they do.”
Conclusion: Summary of critical success factors and impact
This case study aims to illustrate how the VERU builds and supports community capacity, which in
turn helps young people to acquire personal, social, and economic resources in order to move away
from violence and/or exploitation and become active citizens. It also serves as an illustration of how
the VERU’s aims are realised through partnership working, co-production, community development
and community capacity building.
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Good partnership working has been key to achieving the aims of the project. The partnership
working that takes place between the VERU and Mary Seacole was considered a critical success
factor by all parties interviewed. The nature of the relationship between the two organisations fulfils
many of the successful elements of partnership working that are articulated in the literature. These
include: working towards a common goal, aim and purpose; having a similar ethos and system of
beliefs; sharing a mutual understanding of the value of each other’s unique contribution; honest and
open communication; sharing and acting upon feedback; and having respect and trust for one
another. This has led to the organisations achieving more significant impact working together than
they could have alone, through, for example, having greater resources and knowledge, combining
different ways of working, and facilitating learning. VERUWORKER1 says: “We’ve built such a strong
relationship, it demonstrates that when partnerships are right, good things can happen.”
This case study also illustrates how the partnership between the VERU and Mary Seacole has built
capacity at both an organisational and individual level, which in turn helps both organisations
achieve their aims. This is an example of how community development can strengthen the capacity
of local individuals and groups in order to deliver things of importance to those in the community. In
the case of the barbering project, gains in organisational capacity have included the sharing of
knowledge, information and education; the learning of new skill sets; staff development; and
increased networking, promotion and exposure. The organisations have together also built capacity
at an individual level, helping individual young people to gain self-confidence and self-worth; to
learn life and technical skills; to gain employment; to have hope and aspirations; and to learn how to
make good choices in their lives and divert them from criminal activity and exploitation.
VERUWORKER1 says: “I think the critical success in the project would be the young people who have
engaged, and the feedback we received from the young people and the staff saying that they’ve
learned new skills, or they’ve learned new information about child criminal exploitation.”
Key to achieving these aims has been the application of a lived experience model, which has helped
to build rapport, gain trust and form empathetic relationships. In addition, the project has taken a
co-productive approach by taking on board young people’s views and feedback on sessions, in
addition to giving young people some ownership over the project, which is customised and tailored
to fit their needs. The case of YOUNGPERSON illustrates the effectiveness of co-production,
community development, and community capacity building in practice. Broadly, it highlights how
delivering community initiatives can help foster trust and relationships from the ground up. More
specifically, it highlights how this approach has helped to upskill and empower YOUNGPERSON, by
equipping him with skills and competencies which he would not otherwise have, including barbering
skills; knowledge about how to run and promote a business; and knowledge surrounding
exploitation and how to make good life choices. MSWORKER says: “Now, he’s more focused on
moving forward within his life and being able to make something positive out of his life.”
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6. Working through lived experience
Introduction
The VERU’s model of change identified working through lived experience as a key enabling factor in
achieving its goals. The preceding case studies have included a partial exploration of the role of lived
experience, and this case study aims to make further points by illustrating how the VERU work
through a lived experience approach by examining a specific case worked by the VERU team.
This case study begins by providing an overview of what is meant by live experience and why this in
important and helpful in working with young people engaged in violence and/or gang-related
activity. Aspects of how live experience has been applied are then illustrated through a specific case
study, describing how this has been done and the impact it has had. The case study ends with a
concluding summary of the how lived experience has been used and the main critical success factors
of this approach.
Lived experience
Building trusting and respectful relationships with young people is key to the VERU’s model of
change. Central to this approach, particularly when working with hard to reach young people
entrenched in crime and/or gang activity, is being able to draw on and connect through shared
experiences. A lived experience model draws on the experiences of people as way to ‘utilise, respect
and value the lived experience of often marginalised individuals for the mutual benefit of those
involved as well as the wider community’37. In a youth work context, mentors can be selected to
work with young people based on their own backgrounds and how they dealt with similar
experiences in their past and managed to overcome the challenges of removing themselves from
problematic situations leading to harm to self or others through exploitation and/or criminal
behaviour. Those who can draw on lived experience of similar issues to young people ‘may generate
better behavioural outcomes’ and can assist in the building of trusting relationships’.38 Boulton’s
research also found that ensuring the right professional is in place to deliver a programme is critical
to its success: those seeking to help need to be regarded as credible by the young people they are
trying to connect with based on shared experiences. A systematic review of methods to reduce
youth violence suggested that a ‘strong and meaningful personal connection between mentor and
mentee’ increases the likelihood of young offenders receiving mentoring to be able to remove
themselves from a life of crime and/or gang activity.39
Key to a lived experience model is the process of storytelling, which can communicate the ‘physical
(body and verbal language, voice and intonation), intellectual, and emotional aspects of a person in
the context of their past or present experiences, which enables a fuller understanding of the
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individual’.40 The storytelling approach is one which has been used successfully, for example, by
youth workers and other social services.
The role of storytelling is also relevant to a wider community development approach and to
fostering a sense of belonging. Professor Mike Wilson suggests we are “homo narrans (human
beings that tell stories)”: we build and project our social identities and forge relationships through
storytelling.41 IVAR’s work on the future of communities identified storytelling as a means of finding
common ground in divided communities.42 Supporting individuals and communities to tell and share
their stories was found to be helpful in creating a culture of resilience.43 Reading (or otherwise
encountering) other people’s stories was also found to be a valuable mechanism in helping people to
‘make sense of’ other groups/cultures.44
In a lived experience model, the practitioner can also be seen as a ‘cultural intermediary’ who is able
to cross the boundaries between different cultures and spaces by drawing on their own experiences
and knowledge of the different cultures/spaces.45 A cultural intermediary aims to ‘understand
people on their own terms through reference to more personal experience rather than policy led
language…The cultural intermediary then acts as both an interpreter and a go-between’. In being
able to move between ‘on road’ and ‘professional’ systems, cultural intermediaries create bridges
between these worlds and thus the hope of belonging in different worlds and how to affect this
change. The space between institutional and lifeworlds is sometimes called a liminal space, which
requires its own language and behavioural norms particular to that space.46
Those working with young people through their own lived experience also need to be aware of
knowing how close they can get to their clients without pushing too far and rupturing respect and
trust. Managing this psychological distance well over time can be particularly important when
working with young people involved in violence, exploitation and/or gang activity. Crabbe and
colleagues found they tend to be distrustful of statutory agencies, often assuming they are
connected to the police, and the process of creating and traversing bridges between different
cultures/worlds can take a significant amount of time and investment in building a trusted
relationship.
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Case study inputs
This case study draws on the views and experiences of three inter-linked people, all of whom were
interviewed for this evaluation:
•
•
•

VV the individual youth intervention specialist at the VERU who has worked with XX;
XX, a young man supported by the VERU; and
ZZ, the young man’s grandma.

All participants consented to undertake semi-structured interviews which were undertaken over the
phone, recorded and transcribed. The data was then analysed and used to explore and illustrate the
VERU’s use of a lived experience approach to facilitating desistance. . In addition, case files and
referral forms were reviewed for this case study and have been used to provide the context to the
work and to inform interview guides.
Overview of XX’s case
XX is a 19-year-old white male who was referred to the VERU in February 2020 by the Central
Bedfordshire Council’s Leaving Care Team. XX had been involved in crime and gang activity for four
years and was entrenched in an offending lifestyle before the referral came through. He turned 18
in 2019 and prior to this was a victim of child criminal exploitation (CCE) and as an adult was
considered a perpetrator of violent crime. VV, his “mentor” from the VERU, suggested he had “lots
of issues, he had typical gang issues, some mental issues, he was caught up in violence, he wanted to
make a name for himself on the street”. XX was “easily led to begin with” and promoted quickly,
becoming a “groomer” as well as drug dealing and anti-social behaviour with other known gang
members. XX was therefore first a victim first and became a perpetrator.
XX became concerned that he was at risk of retaliation for a violent confrontation and was referred
to the VERU. Prior to this he had been arrested multiple times. He was found in possession of
cannabis and arrested for possession with intent to supply, and was also arrested for assaults and
robberies and was bailed with conditions including a curfew and non-association with other known
suspects. The same day he was bailed XX committed GBH. At the time of the evaluation he is
serving a sentence in an adult prison, having previously served time in a Young Offenders Institution
(YOI), and is hoping to be released in 2021.
YY explained that gang life may appeal to young people like XX because it provides recognition,
purpose, power, and income (it is a symptomatic solution as described in Chapter 2.), and does not
discriminate in providing these opportunities:
“In their world, if you can sell drugs, White, Black, Asian, they don’t care, they will recruit you. It is
possible to rise up the ranks quickly and become a leader if you have that mind-set. Once a young
person has a record for weapon charges or selling drugs this will come up in their DBS check and can
make it very difficult for them to find work outside of the underground economy.”
Becoming trapped in a symptomatic solution makes it even more challenging for those working to
support young people like XX to convince them to choose an alternative different path, or even that
an alternative path exists.
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Making contact
XX was initially referred to the VERU before he went to prison. However, XX was described as being
“wary of statutory agencies” such as youth offending teams, probation and police, and XX initially
assumed VV was working for the police and disengaged. However, once XX was given a custodial
sentence, ZZ (who had previously been made aware of the VERU through social services) contacted
VV and explained that XX would like to work with him. XX’s incarceration had therefore created a
‘reachable moment’ and the prison cleared VV to work with XX on a weekly basis.
Using lived experienced to build relationships and create change
As described above, the process of storytelling can be a key approach to working through lived
experience. As a former gang leader, who has witnessed friends being shot and killed and who has
been shot at himself, VV has a compelling story and is a compelling storyteller. VV shared his
personal story with XX, describing the way in which he changed his own life and modelling an
alternative path and hope for a different future in the process. VV suggested that “leaving a gang
physically, does not leave a gang at all. You have to leave a gang in your mind’. This is a key part of
resolving to exit the ‘shifting the burden’ system and of the identity shift described in the model of
change in Chapter 2. ZZ regarded this lived experience as key to successfully engagement with XX:
“I think what VV was saying to him was that he had been there, seen it, done it, knew what XX was
going through. Whereas nobody had ever sort of, nobody he knows, or knew had any idea of what
XX was going through…You’ve got to have someone who knows what they’re talking about, or has
been there, to converse with him. Whereas we’re just his Nan and Granddad, obviously he’s not
going to tell us everything.”
Authenticity and credibility is a significant part of engaging with young people via lived experience.
XX was able to identify with VV due to his history of gang life and his journey of desistance. VV
explains:
“It’s about being real and honest about what has happened to you and what you’ve been involved in.
Showing how it is possible to change your life around. It’s based on look ‘I’m the proof, I’m the proof
you can have a different life. Young people are trusting workers to be telling them the truth when
they tell their story in order for it to have an impact on their willingness and aptitude to change. He
can’t deny my lived experiences, he knows he’s got a worker that does understand. He can never say
“my worker doesn’t understand me.”
VV also recognised the appeal of a symptomatic solution and could empathise with the multiplicity
of reasons XX become embroiled in criminality:
“Expensive clothes, money, BMWs attracts a lot of those young people. It’s attracting a lot of white
kids from middle class backgrounds. I think that compounds with lack of father figure, lack of role
model, nothing to do, nowhere to work, the jobs are all low paid jobs and the fact that his education
level was pretty poor. It’s all these multiple reasons why I think XX got caught up in it all, there’s not
one answer. He’s also told me his problem arrived from both his parents, and his Nan’s told me that,
so it made me realise, actually, even though he’s decades away from me, we have the same issues.
And he’s white, and I’m black.”
This also demonstrates how lived experience can transcend other differences between people, such
as race and age, and how establishing an initial common ground can reveal further commonalities
(such as an absent father) and deepen the connection, trust and intimacy between people. VV also
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notes that class can also be an important common ground. In this way, difficult conversations
become more possible. VV uses his own experiences of anger and of struggling with his mental
health to convey the psychological effects of being involved in violence and exploitation.
Differences to a ‘traditional’ approach
ZZ described XX as having low levels of trust and respect in authority figures from a young age, so
there is a large psychosocial gap to close for anyone wanting to connect to him. Staff in statutory
agencies often do not have live experience to draw on and may work to different boundaries around
self-disclosure. Use of lived experience is a powerful tool to foster trust through the shared
understanding and experience of being involved in gangs and committing crime, and enables lived
experience workers to ‘show’ through personal experience and storytelling, rather than ‘tell’ from a
professional perspective. VV reflects that workers from statutory agencies:
“Are told, ‘don’t talk about your personal life’. But it’s your personal life that is going to get you that
engagement. Their approach is ‘why are you doing this?’, ‘don’t do this’, ‘you shouldn’t do this’ and
that does not work. XX was just a typical young kid who didn’t trust anyone to begin with, then when
he heard me speak to him he kind of liked what I was saying… They’re taught by the elders not to
trust anybody, and we’ve realised at the VERU that the best way to get engagement with people like
XX is through people who have that lived experience.”
ZZ stated that what set the VERU apart from other agencies was consistency and integrity:
“With XX, if you’re telling him you’re going to do something on a certain day at a certain time, and
then you don’t, that’s when he thinks ‘I can’t be bothered with this’. But if you’re consistent and you
follow through with what you’re doing, then he seems to respond with what you’re doing.”
The work also takes time, which some agencies may not have to give to each individual person:
“People who engage in crime and/or gang activity are likely to be very wary of who they speak to as
they’ve been told not to talk about anybody so it takes time and patience to develop relationships
with young people who are struggling to see a way out of their situations in order to enable them to
imagine themselves doing something more positive with their lives.”
ZZ suggests that there can be a directness that comes through working from a lived experience
perspective that can be helpful:
“VV has a no nonsense approach. He’s straight with him, no sort of faffing around. My husband says
I mollycoddle him [XX], you know, agreeing with him all the time. VV will just tell him straight.”
VV also suggests that consideration be given to the age and social network of staff with lived
experience, something that may not be possible or easy if recruiting with traditional employment
practices:
“In terms of employing staff at the VERU, I would never employ anyone under the age of say 27 for
one to one work – they must have been out of gang life for a certain period of time and they have to
be unlikely to know any of the people that the VERU clients are engaging with on the streets, they
have to be a different generations. Otherwise, certain young people may be put off engaging with
the VERU if they are worried about staff with previous connections to the life they’re trying to get
away from.”
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Impact
It is too early in XX’s journey to describe the impact of the work. However, an appreciable difference
can already be seen in XX’s regular interaction with VV, where previous agencies/services have not
managed to maintain a constructive relationship with him. XX is now keen to move away from his
previous life and make a fresh start with the support of VV. VV can see him working in schools when
he comes of out prison this year to try and deter other children and young people from the same
lifestyle as him:
“XX would be so powerful in the schools because he’s 19/20, he’s just come out of jail, he can speak
from a reality that they live in right this second.”
XX is trying to read more to “stay calm and broaden his vocabulary”, but this is hampered due to
lockdown restrictions and the prison library being closed. Educational opportunities are also
currently restricted. He is exercising and “detaching himself [from crime/gangs] in his mind. But it’s
a slow process”.
XX and VV are aware of the risks that present once XX leaves prison. VV has offered to help XX with
housing and employment. ZZ has noticed changes “in his attitude and what he’s saying and stuff.
I’m still a bit dubious though, I still feel like sometimes, I still think back to ‘oh, he’s just telling me
this to shut me up’” but remains positively optimistic that this time things will be different.
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7. Stakeholder perspectives
Introduction
This section summarises the main themes to emerge from stakeholder interviews with a range of
senior leaders across the Home Office, Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for
Bedfordshire, local police, local authorities, local schools, community organisations, representatives
from other VRUs in England familiar with Bedfordshire VERU’s work, and the Bedfordshire VERU
management team.
Overarching view
Views on the VERU from stakeholders across all sectors were uniformly positive. This took in
perspectives on the aims of the VERU and its approach in achieving these aims, its relationships, and
its processes. Those commenting from a police perspective (both within and beyond Bedfordshire)
made the strongest remarks about the VERU adding value to policing and complementing and
supporting its work. Those who did not work for the VERU or who were not part of the local
partnership, viewed the VERU positively and favourably to other VRUs where they were able to
make that comparison. There was a strong sense that the VERU has worked hard to establish itself
and to start to build and coordinate a local system of change towards that described in Chapter 2.
The critical success factors identified by the stakeholders interviewed as part of the evaluation
closely mirrored those identified in developing the model of change. These included the leadership
of the VERU, its multi-agency collaborative approach, the recruitment of people with relevant lived
experience as part of the team, and its relationship with and standing in the community.
Key challenges included the challenge of undertaking long-term, complex work on year to year
funding, the impact of the pandemic, wider political and socio-economic factors (such as
deprivation), and the challenge of sustaining the approach for the long-term.
Leadership and partnerships
Strong and appropriate leadership throughout the VERU, from Oversight Board through to the Head
of the Unit and the management team was considered to be a key enabling factor for the VERU. At a
strategic partnership level, senior stakeholders have helped to create a collaborative endeavour and
supportive culture, working together to blend their respective strengths.
“The oversight board is a key strength of the VERU – they bring great insight and empower the team.
They help set the tone, it sends out a strong signal that the VERU is important locally.”
“All the partners have bought into the VERU at a high level, CEO level – the multi-agency
commitment is key to making it work.”
There was, however, particular praise and attention given to Head of the Unit. This was considered
to be a key role and a key strength of the VERU, with the Head of the Unit needing to have credibility
and be able to engage and work with many different stakeholders and manage the conflicts and
complexities in doing so:
“The VERU needed the right person from the start and [The Head of the Unit] is a star appointment –
she understands and drives the vision, believes in the work, and has the professional skills,
community links and knowledge to make it work... She’s reflective and open.”
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“[The Head of the Unit] is an engaging woman. She understands the problem, she gets it...She is
energetic and knowledgeable.”
“[The Head of the Unit], her credibility, is a factor in how the VERU has developed its partnership.
Although the VERU is new, and it’s important to signal change, it needed a credible head, someone
with legitimacy to create common ground faster. In other VRUs, it’s often been led by ex-police, who
bring a different type of credibility but a very different relationship, if any, with the community. [The
Head of the Unit] also brings her lens as a woman of colour and as someone who has worked on the
front line. The role is a difficult space to occupy.”
Related to the points made about leadership, stakeholders pointed to the gains in data sharing that
had been made through the strength of local partnership and relationships between individual
officers. Quotes from stakeholder interviews illustrate these points, and Box 2 below provides a
focus on a specific initiative mentioned by many of the people interviewed as part of this evaluation:
“Beds is a fantastic, collaborative, multi-agency effort. Other VRUs have a narrower partnership.”
“[The VERU has] strong data analysis with a granular understanding of what’s going on, and their
assessment is dynamic and refreshable. Having local health data included is key.”
“The VERU brings disparate strategies and partnerships together, particularly around county lines
and exploitation agendas, and that’s given us much improved data sharing.”
Related to the points about leadership, partnership and tone, one stakeholder made an important
comparative point about the culture about approach of the VERU:
“Our VRU is built from a police culture. They [Bedfordshire] have a very inclusive partnership and
process. It’s more like system management rather than a traditional model with a fixed chair and
hierarchical structure. It seems like it’s got good buy in and people attend and are proactive, which
helps their data sharing and referral processes.”
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Box 2 Focus on data sharing through partnership
What?
Data on violence and exploitation, in its widest sense, sits in silos, is difficult to bring together and
means each organisation sees the problem through its own single lens. This problem is brought into
sharp relief in undertaking a strategic needs assessment. This is particularly problematic as the
VERU aims to take a whole systems approach, which needs a ‘whole data’ approach to inform it.
This means “not just understanding hotspots, risks, and victims and so on, but protective factors too
that can inform action plans and wider strategies, and the relationships between different factors”.
As another stakeholder described:
“The data we need is beyond the data that data specialist have. It requires triangulating data with
community perspectives and other types of data to see the system, all the drivers and factors around
exploitation.”
In response to this problem, the VERU established the Data and Intelligence Group on Violence and
Exploitation Reduction in Bedfordshire (DIGVERB). This began with establishing a technical group in
2020 to create a shared understanding of violence and exploitation, enable data sharing, and enable
joint interventions and evaluation. It aimed to work towards creating a Common Recognised
Information Picture (CRIP), “a single, authoritative strategic overview of an emergency or crisis that
is developed according to a standard template and is intended for briefing and decision-support
purposes”,47, and beyond this to generate dynamic whole system data.
The Group is convened by the VERU and has a wide membership, bringing together representatives
from a range of police and local authority teams/services from across Luton, Bedford and Central
Bedfordshire, public health, housing, drug and alcohol treatment, and third sector organisations.
How?
Internal and external stakeholder identified a number of factors described as important in facilitating
this initiative. Firstly, there was effective and collective leadership “the VERU leadership have been
key to getting this going” and there has been “executive buy-in in the key organisations” that was
facilitated by the work of the VERU SMT. This work included “repeated attention to the data sharing
problem and developing a common understanding of the problem.”
Communicating and building this understanding has been based on the VERU building individual
relationships with DIGVERB participants, and creating collective ownership of the group, in which
everyone contributes. As one stakeholder describes:
“I was cynical at the start and there was some confusion – we’d had CSE problem profiles before, but
not much and they were static, a point in time. I also expected that this would be about being told
what to do. But the VERU came out to lots of external meetings, gave great presentations,
communicated well, and spoke with us about their own experiences. In the DIGVERB meetings,
[VERU WORKER] is very personable, everyone’s welcomed, introduced, included. It’s very important.
[VERU WORKER] understands and is sensitive to the dynamics. Trust has been built. So the VERU
have been great, it’s been coproduced with us, we’ve been able to participate properly and add to it.”
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The quote illustrates some of the signature values of the VERU being applied to data sharing: taking
a relational approach, inclusive coproduction, and utilising lived experience. The formal parts of the
process are similarly developed, with the data sharing agreement being collaboratively drafted and
built out from approaches already used by partner organisations.
Impact
While it is too early to follow the work of DIGVEB through to specific cases and initiatives and to
examine the impact of those, stakeholders pointed to some emerging impacts, and were uniformly
proud of and pleased with this initiative and its trajectory. Firstly, the identification of common
problems has led to partners focusing on this common ground: “It’s helped us to focus on common
problems for the police, and for the community”.
Secondly, it has led to more efficient and effective working, as individual partners share and
combine their technical expertise and perspectives: “Previously, the police would try and do it all
ourselves. Working in partnership has helped us to understand the issues better, and it’s not the
same drain on our resources”.
Thirdly, data sharing, and the relationships, discussion, common understanding and opportunity for
innovation that results, is beginning to impact on key areas of work. As one stakeholder described:
“Better data sharing between policing and mental health helps us understand individuals and to
shortcut getting the right support to people. It also helps us to see patterns that we can plan for and
respond to more effectively.”
Next steps
DIGVERB is an integral part of the system approach being developed and implemented by the VERU.
In terms of process impact, by bringing different organisations together around a common task,
DIGVERB is: helping to create a shared understanding of the complex problems of violence and
exploitation; fostering collaboration; facilitating reflecting and generative conversations that test
assumptions, helps people to engage with different viewpoints, build trust and innovate together;
and shifting the focus from reactive problem solving to co-creating a collective future. These are the
some of the key ingredients of system leadership in action (see Box 3).
Stakeholders had suggestions about developing the Group, including strengthening relationships
with health and A&E data, sexual health data, mental health data, schools, and bringing in more
community groups to bring their data and experience to the work. Several stakeholders pointed to
the potential benefits of bringing in local jobcentres and wider DWP representation, particularly as
the model of change in concerned with long-term, sustainable change and the economic inclusion of
local people.
One stakeholder suggested that there might be a strand of work to explore online data, for example
in how perpetrators and victims of violence and/or exploitation intersected and connected online,
and what an analysis of such data might suggest for future innovations.
In general, DIGVERB reflects the wider view stakeholders have of the VERU:
“Like the VERU, the first year, 18 months has been about establishing it. DIGVERB is great, but it will
start to take off in the next year.”
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Lived experience
Stakeholders were very complementary about the work of those members of the VERU who bring
their own lived experience to the role. While stakeholders thought that it was a good strategy in
theory, it had realised its potential because of the care that had gone into recruitment and because
of the particular individuals that had joined the team and the way they had been supported:
“The YIS team is a strength. Bringing that lived experience in house gives you more control and
enables you to develop community-led solutions, which is very important. We [another VRU] take a
commissioning approach, but we don’t have the expertise in commissioning or community
development to do it well.”
“They [the YIS team] use their truth, their reality to have an impact. They are very good at
emphasising and growing the capacity to make positive choices. They’ve got the right people in
these roles – they reflect the people and experiences of the community”
“Bringing in the lived experienced was a fantastic – and brave – decision. Lots of areas try it, but
here it’s embedded”
“The YIS team helps relationship-building with the community. People in those positions need
legitimacy and genuine lived experience. We satisfied ourselves that our team genuinely wanted to
make a difference through their lived experience and that it wasn’t just a business to them.”
One stakeholder commented on the difficulties in recruiting people with lived experience into a Unit
such as the VERU which adopts its practices from police recruitment:
“Working through lived experience gets to the heart of what the VERU is about, hence the YIS team.
But it was difficult to get the right people into these roles given the vetting that had to happen. We
had to get a high level of overturn to make it possible. You also can’t ignore the risks of working
through lived experience, you have to actively manage it.”
This comment reflected those made by some members of the YIS team about the need to create
appropriate recruitment practices and job specifications for lived experience roles, which again
reflects the difficult space between community and institutional worlds that they occupy. The YIS
team lead and the Head of the VERU also paid close attention to the support and supervisory needs
of people working from a lived experience perspective.
This touches on a comment made by another stakeholder who while supportive of recruiting people
with lived experience, recognised it can bring additional internal and external points to attend to:
“You need to find the right balance. Working with lived experience can be dangerous, it can be retraumatising for people – they’re not trained counsellors or social workers. You need good
boundaries and safeguarding. But they are very good at speaking truth to power, and are
empowered to do that. The YIS team were carefully recruited, known people with the right
experience and credibility who had gone through their own post-traumatic growth. Some partners
didn’t understand the role and feared duplication, so we had to show them, show them that they
work in a space statutory organisations can’t.”
Communications, community engagement and capacity building
Several stakeholders thought that the communications function of the VERU had improved over
time, with communications around the exploitation conference, VERU Village, and through social
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media becoming particularly effective, although there was recognition that communications about
complex work through a relatively new organisation takes time to land:
“Communications have sharpened over the lifetime of the VERU, there’s consistent and clear
messaging about what it is, people are getting it but it needs repeating and repeating, it’s a relatively
new organisation.”
While broadcast is important, there were several comments on the success of the VERU’s dialogue
and how it communicates in ways to engage and build capacity. Stakeholders highlighted the depth
of conversation, particularly on difficult issues that mattered to local people, and how the
positioning of the VERU creates a convening power to bring people together in dialogue:
“Communicating with communities is done very well – they go deeper on the issues than traditional
community engagement. They step into difficult spaces and challenging conversations.”
“The positioning of the VERU between the police and the community creates a bridge between them.
The VERU can reach people who have lower trust and confidence in the police”
“The conference on exploitation was great – it helped the police understand the victim perspective
and the possibilities for prevention”
“Engaging with the community has been a success. The VERU is creating dialogues. The conference
on exploitation was a great example, bringing together multiple perspectives to hear and learn from
each other.”
In terms of community capacity, one stakeholder reflected on the importance of investing in the
local community early on in the life of the VERU, which was also seen as a success by the VERU staff
team:
“The initial commissioning strategy was important – a fair, ethical process looking to get funding out
to local projects and small organisations to help build local capacity.”
However, as the VERU has evolved, there are some differences in strategic preferences between
prioritising investment in the community (local organisations) or in institutions (prisons, custody
suites, hospitals, schools), and between focusing on innovation and doing things differently, or on
the evidence of ‘what works’.
Some stakeholders had experienced the capacity building work of the VERU first hand and described
a very positive experience:
“We always have a positive feeling working with the VERU, they are aspirant, can-do people and it’s
contagious. We want to grow our relationship with them, to continue with the support they give us
and help us grow our trauma work. The quality of their work is high, so it helps us to have an impact
in supporting young people.”
Risks and challenges
Stakeholders identified a number of key risks and challenges. Firstly, the majority of stakeholders
raised the issue of the annual funding cycle as one that hampers the work and impact of the VERU:
“The year to year funding makes things difficult.”
“Even though it’s long-term work, you can’t plan or commission for the long-term because it’s all last
minute from the Home Office.”
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“12 month funding cycles do not work. There is also a lack of central government join-up, outcomes
are not joined up, so the commissioning of VERUs doesn’t support the change they are trying to
make.”
VERU managers and workers also felt the impact of year to year funding strongly:
“No agency can change the life of a young person in a year, no one. I can’t do that. If you give me
three years, I can do that. Those are the problems that people with lived experience have, only
getting funded for a year, no security, young people we’re engaging with don’t know whether we’re
going to be there the next year.”
Secondly, both stakeholders and VERU managers recognised that a significant proportion of the
VERU’s capability is dependent upon a small number of individual staff, which means its capacity to
deliver and remain effective is vulnerable if key staff were to leave or become unwell for a significant
period of time.
“The VERU is very reliant on the staff, so they need to be well supported. It’s a vocation for them,
they need to be given what they need to make a difference.”
Thirdly, while staff and stakeholders recognised that much good work has been done in raising
awareness of the VERU, and in engaging and capacity-building professionals and residents, the job is
far from done even within its immediate networks.
“How does the VERU communicate to the ‘average cop’? What do they think of it, do they know
about it? Do they get it? The VERU need to keep going with clear messaging, training and capacity
building to make sure it is accessed and used by as many people as possible who interact with the
target groups”
Finally, while stakeholders and staff praised the speed with which the VERU adapted its practices in
the face of the Covid-19 pandemic, several stakeholders suggested that further challenges were
ahead and needed to be planned for:
“Post-Covid angst and trauma might pose a new set of challenges as we unlock.”
“There will be an explosion of activity coming out of the pandemic – we have to make sure we’re
there quickly.”
Future aims and sustainability
The stakeholder interviews surfaced four key sub-themes around the future focus of the VERU work
and how it (and/or its impact) can be sustained. Firstly, stakeholders pointed to the need for a
realistic appraisal of the time needed to affect the kind of systemic and cultural change the VERU is
working towards:
“It’s like trying to change the direction of an ocean liner, but they have the energy to help do this.
They are amazing, they work so hard, but they also need time.”
“Prevention should be at the heart for the long-term. It’s long-term work, you can can’t reliably
measure impact yet. And there’s a danger that VRUs get politicised and try to say we’re making all
these gains in the short-term, which is false, and undermines a public health systems approach.
People need patience to stick with VRUs.”
Secondly, stakeholders were particularly positive about the focus on exploitation and wanted this to
continue to be developed as a priority and strength of the VERU. Other, additional areas of focus
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included working with the prison estate and through the gate into community, and on addressing
domestic abuse as way of preventing future and generational violence. Alongside this, stakeholders
supported the continuation of ‘business as usual’: raising awareness, building capacity in individuals
and organisations, attending to trauma, and facilitating positive options and choices for young
people.
“The key outcome is making the VERU visible so people know what it is and have knowledge and
conversations they wouldn’t have done before, like around exploitation.”
“Exploitation is an intrinsic part of the VERU now, and it’s a powerful and mobilising word, especially
in policing at the moment, so the work needs careful thought and good governance.”
“Raising awareness and educating young people and their families and schools on gangs, on
exploitation.”
“The focus on exploitation, and understanding why people exploit and are exploited helps us to
engage vulnerable people and stop exploitation.”
“Innovation in prisons and through the gate is needed.”
“Working with the police to address domestic abuse and preventing a cycle of domestic abuse
perpetuating.”
Thirdly, some stakeholders pointed to the need to pay attention to the context in which the VERU
work takes place. The impacts of the social and economic environment are important components
in a system approach to reducing violence and exploitation:
“Deprivation increases all risks – knife crime, domestic abuse, exploitation – and the pandemic is
adding to this. Deprivation, over-crowded housing needs to be addressed, and we need to educate
and support young people and families on making the right choices.”
Finally, some stakeholders posed challenging and fundamental questions about what success looks
like for the VERU and how it would be achieved. One suggested that there is work to do as a
partnership on reflecting on what success looks like over time:
“What does success look like, who defines it? Could there be a better understanding of the problem?
There needs to be a shared account and a shared enterprise and trust in the process, which is being
helped by this evaluation. And there may be some anxiety about the extent to which community
development and capacity building leads to crime reduction and how long this model takes,
particular in the context of political cycles.”
Relatedly, another stakeholder wondered what the long-term model was for continuing and evolving
the work – questions that have also been posed by the Head of the VERU:
“What does the future look like? The VERU is doing a great job of mobilising, getting up and running
and establishing itself – the 1-5 years job. What’s the 5-10 year plan? The plan beyond? Does the
VERU need to shift to local ownership, so it feels more owned by the community. Is it a CIC model, a
cooperative model, a mutual? Need to explore future options.”
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8. Conclusions and next steps
Overview
The evaluation has shown that the VERU has a coherent model of change that understands the
interplay between individual and social processes in facilitating change. It has shown that the VERU
can operationalise this model and have a transformational impact on the individuals and
organisations it engages and works with, directly and indirectly, through key processes that
constitute the model and that reflect the values and identity of the VERU, its staff and its
collaborators.
The detailed case studies within the evaluation reveal the processes involved in engaging and
supporting people experiencing violence and exploitation, and illustrate the current impact and
potential of these processes to affect sustained change. Above all, perhaps the key feature of the
VERU’s work and impact is its relational approach – it invests in its relationships as the primary
vehicle for change. As an analysis of the Scottish VRU found, it believes in connection and
opportunity as an antidote to violence.48
The case studies also show a high degree of crossover. Signature values and methods such as
working through lived experience, taking a trauma-informed approach, capacity-building,
coproduction, and working from an understanding of exploitation, are present across different
strands of work. This means that in practice, different parts of the system model are attended to
within the same initiative/setting, and this also helps to create a consistent approach and identity to
its work.
In its work to date, the evaluation has shown the VERU to be held in high regard across a wide set of
organisations. The consistent and strongly expressed view is that the VERU has been a very effective
initiative during its early life to date. Much of this capability and regard is for the individual
members of the VERU team: their skills, knowledge, experience, and commitment to the work. The
common capabilities across the VERU team again helps to create a consistent approach and identity
to the work of the VERU.
Much of the work, however, relies on tacit knowledge and processes: it is not formally articulated or
systematised and is therefore difficult to transfer to others. However, formalising and
professionalising these skills and processes risks diminishing the human qualities that make them
impactful, and there is a balance to strike in how to capture and share these methods in further
capacity building.
Interviews with staff and stakeholders alike reported that there is a continuing need for the work,
which is long-term and requires the coordinated input from a wide range of partners, including the
community. The importance and strength of community engagement work and a sense that the
VERU is increasingly well-known in the community was also emphasised in the interviews. There
was however emerging consideration being given (and needed) to address the future sustainability
of the model.
The following sections focus on key aspects of the VERU’s work and processes and include learning
points to consider in the next phase of the VERU’s work.
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System model of change
The system model developed to capture the work (and the potential work) of the VERU provides an
explicit expression of how violence and exploitation will be reduced across Bedfordshire. This can
now be shared and discussed with partners and other stakeholders to gain buy in and contributions
to change-making, and iterated as required.
The system model helps to show that sustainable violence and exploitation reduction is long-term
work that requires partners to maintain their buy-in and collaboration. A system model also
requires system leadership, and while it is outside the scope of this evaluation to give a detailed
account of systems leadership, there are several core capabilities that would help implement the
model:49
Box 3 Focus on system leadership
Core capabilities for systems leadership include:
•

•
•

seeing the larger system – instead of concentrating on parts of the system seen from
one vantage point, a system perspective helps build a shared understanding of
complex problems and fosters collaboration.
enabling reflection and generative conversations – this means testing assumptions and
engaging with different viewpoints to build trust and foster innovation.
shifting the focus from reactive problem solving to co-creating a collective future –
leaders nurture aspirations and build confidence based on tangible, collective
successes.

Systems leadership means that seemingly intractable, complex problems are reframed as
opportunities for innovation. Performance should become dependent on coproduction and
the weaving together of assets within the system of organisations and people of which they are
a part. Everyone depends on everyone else to some degree.
This interdependency requires that all local stakeholders feel a sense of ownership of the
system model, and that it is managed collaboratively through a shared vision. This ownership
must be felt right through the system to the frontline and to volunteers and residents
themselves. Cultivating an awareness and sense of belonging and contribution to this system is
an ongoing and key task.

Several of the key partners in the VERU are also those organisations most able to bring about and/or
influence the conditions, opportunities and actions required in the system model. Anchor
institutions such as local authorities, NHS trusts, police forces, and large local businesses have
significant power to provide opportunity, build capacity and affect change through their purchasing
power, role as large scale employers and trainers, and controllers of local assets such as land and
housing. Partner organisations may therefore consider how they might use their power as anchor
institutions to directly deliver components of the system model. This might include considering how
young people affected by violence and exploitation could become trained and/or employed in these

49

Senge, P., Hamilton, H., and Kania, J. (2015) The Dawn of System Leadership. Stanford Social Innovation
Review. Winter Edition. [Available at:
http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership]

83

organisations, or how they might be supported to form enterprises to provide goods and services to
these organisations.
The model also provides a framework for undertaking case reviews, both of instances where
problems have occurred (including violent incidences) and of instances that have gone well (in order
to help identify further supportive factors that could be integrated into the model through this kind
of appreciative inquiry).
The next phase of the evaluation will involve operationalising the system model into assessment and
evaluation tools and integrating them into VERU processes. This will help a focus to develop on
assessing the impact of the VERU’s work, and will also help identify learning from case reviews.
Working with lived experience
The VERU’s work clearly benefits from working through people with lived experience of violence and
exploitation. As described in this report, this can also bring challenges. Working in the liminal
spaces between different cultures and between institutions and communities is challenging, and
working to the goal of ‘saving lives’ and with personal traumatic material is more challenging still.
The VERU’s YIS team have the skills and resilience to undertake this work, as well as the support they
need in doing so. This raises several points to consider for the future:
•

How are people with lived experience effectively recruited, trained, supported and
integrated? Is the support offered commensurate to the challenge of working in this way?
What retention and development plans exist for key staff?

•

Capacity to manage and support staff working through lived experience needs to be factored
into resource planning.

•

External clinical supervision (separate from management) could be considered as an
additional layer of support for those working through lived experience, which could include
attending to self-care and boundaries of the role.

•

While the experience of working to reduce violence and exploitation might resonate most
strongly with those with relevant lived experience, all staff may become affected by
vicarious trauma and the VERU might reflect on the support given to all staff.

Working with trauma and exploitation
Working from a trauma-informed approach is a key part of what makes it possible for the VERU to
engage productively and in a sustained way with people who have experienced violence and/or
exploitation. Throughout the case studies, the experience of engaging with the VERU is consistently
described more positively when compared to ‘traditional’ statutory services and interventions.
While the VERU initiatives work to build the resilience of the individuals they support, there is a
potential disconnect to the services they/the individual then might refer on to or engage. The VERU
might consider reviewing the key organisations and staff in external organisations that are/could be
typically engaged for later stages of an individual’s recovery journey and undertake targeted
capacity-building work on being trauma-informed accordingly. This may help to grow the stock of
trauma-understanding in the key networks of people and organisations supporting recovery
journeys I different ways across Bedfordshire. This might include community organisations, housing
associations, and local employers, as well as public sector organisations.
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Systematising the VERU approach
As described in the overview to the chapter, a significant proportion of the VERU’s approach exists
only or largely as tacit knowledge and processes. While VERU workers and other professionals such
as youth workers and therapists (some of whom had been trained by the VERU) informally
incorporated various common principles in their work, they did not do so in a systematised or formal
way.
The next stage of the evaluation will help to address this issue through its work in iteratively
developing and evaluating the VERU’s model of change. This is likely to focus on drawing together
the key principles and methods used in working with young people and families who have
experienced violence and exploitation to articulate and document the ‘VERU approach’. Drawing on
relevant literature and best practice, this will focus on three of the main interconnected strands of
the VERU approach (i) how to take a trauma-informed approach; (ii) working with young people who
have been victims of criminal and sexual exploitation; and (iii) using lived experience. The work will
be coproduced with the VERU and other partners as appropriate to produce an evidence-based
guide for VERU workers and others – including professionals and local members of the community –
engaged in working in exploitation and violence reduction. As such, it will reduce the vulnerability of
the VERU to losing key staff and skills, and will part of the approach to sustain the VERU approach
for the long-term.
Developing capacity for the VERU approach
While the work of the VERU is long-term, it is also wide scale: the system model is about growing a
culture with significant capacity to reduce violence and exploitation. The VERU team, however, is
small in number and while it invests time and resources in capacity building local organisations and
the individuals it engages, the VERU could consider supplementing this work by developing
volunteer capacity to augment the core VERU offer.
Consideration would need to be given to the boundaries and safety of volunteers, but roles could
include helping to set up/facilitate peer support and/or social action groups, mentoring, befriending,
campaigning and awareness raising, and/or check-ins for people previously supported by the VERU.
This volunteer capacity could align well with the concept of the VERU Village.
Sustainability
This point picks up those raised in the stakeholder interviews around the future focus, and model of
funding, delivery and incorporation of the VERU. A key quote from the stakeholder interviews is
worth repeating here:
“What does the future look like? The VERU is doing a great job of mobilising, getting up and running
and establishing itself – the 1-5 years job. What’s the 5-10 year plan? The plan beyond? Does the
VERU need to shift to local ownership, so it feels more owned by the community. Is it a CIC model, a
cooperative model, a mutual? Need to explore future options.”
Partners in the VERU clearly have a strong commitment to the work and value the way in which the
VERU delivers it. Collectively, they might consider how they develop a forward strategy, and how
this can be done in a coproduced way (involving the local community) that in itself adds value to
process of change the VERU is seeking to affect. As the case study on community capacity building
showed, coproduction is a method that supports fundamental solutions and a systems approach,
and effective collaborations are more likely when common goals, values and approaches are
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established. This work should use the VERU’s system model as a way of organising the thinking and
discussion around a forward strategy.
Further, some of the VERU’s key stakeholders might be described as local ‘anchor organisations’:
typically large not-for profit institutions such as local authorities and NHS trusts whose long-term
sustainability is intrinsically connected to the wellbeing of the populations they serve and who have
a significant influence on the health and wellbeing of communities.50 Key local stakeholders employ
significant numbers of local people, invest in their skills and knowledge, spend significant sums of
money through their supply chains in purchasing goods and services, and strategically deploy their
assets. Such local institutions could consider how they might integrate the model themselves and
use their role and power to provide and grow recovery and desistance capital. This might include
developing specific apprenticeship schemes, promoting employment opportunities to target groups,
making training available to those outside their organisations, investing in assets that will benefit
target groups, and supporting the establishment and growth of enterprises run by/for people in
target groups who can (or could) provide relevant goods and services.
While it is hoped that the Home Office will continue to support the work of the VERU and other
VRUs across the country, the VERU and its partners might also consider developing relationships
with National Lottery Community Fund and other strategic funders interested in developing
community/placed-based system approaches to cross-cutting, complex issues.

50

The Health Foundation (2019) The NHS as an anchor institution. [Available at:
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/the-nhs-as-an-anchor-institution]
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