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This was far from plain sailing. We are very aware of the complexity of the 
challenges to achieve earlier action and of the organisational and regulatory 
context that presents many obstacles to change. Yet, we gained a sense of how 
system change ‘looks and feels’, and the values, attitudes and behaviours that are 
needed across a range of partners to get real early help. 

A few key messages are:

 L There is always something you can do at a very practical level . Our work was 
a ‘call to action’, helping to challenge notions that as poverty is so pervasive 
and entrenched, professionals can do little more than tackle the symptoms . 

 L It is all about relationships . Early help starts with building trust, developing 
relationships at a personal level through honesty, empathy, and availability .

 L The ability to be alongside and work relationally with people is a crucial skill . 
The words used and how people speak all impact on the willingness of a 
person to accept help . 

 L Connecting people to community-based support can address problems 
before they escalate . 

 L Creating partnerships is essential for early action to succeed . 

 L The practical activation of rights and community-level help has generated 
a ‘sense of hope’, building the agency and resilience of people in the 
community and the practitioners . 

 L Commitment at a senior level is important, but it is no guarantee of 
success; it’s worth asking ‘who are the best people to make change 
happen’? 

The conditions that continue to hold the problems in place include pervasive 
poverty that impedes early action and effective responses. As we look to support 
recovery and renewal from Covid-19 and the deepening and extended austerity 
on the near horizon, we want to restate our learning about how the failure of 
services to take account of poverty is a significant barrier to system change; this 
compromises their attempts to meet people early in their problems. We hope that 
sharing the bumpy experience of being a third sector organisation trying to create 
change in wider systems will initiate more conversations about this important and, 
for us, still unfolding work.

 
SHORT SUMMARY
This is the story of Ignite, shared to 
communicate our approach and to inspire and 
energise those who are interested in how to 
ignite systems change, wherever they are . 

As Ignite, we blended community development with a radical reworking of legal 
advice methods. We partnered with two Pathfinders in Coventry concerned with 
housing and children’s services to understand what it would take to shift from 
crisis to early help that enables people to thrive. We explored how to redesign 
support to help people earlier and build resilience in those least able to cope.

Ignite worked alongside staff in a unique way that allowed us to dig into what 
happens between organisational aspirations, processes intended to meet those 
aspirations and what happens on the ground. Here we talk about the things that 
were successful or difficult, unexpectedly, or otherwise. And how we ‘learned by 
doing’, exploring issues and processes, attitudes, and beliefs, delving more deeply 
and testing out small-scale changes. In this way, we generated insights into how 
systems intended to support people are working in practice, what needs to change 
and how that change might be achieved. 
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A crucial element of our story is the way we have worked as much as what has 
been achieved; we are pleased that we have been able to ‘make a lot of theory a 
reality’ and believe that the ‘how’ of systems change work needs to be discussed 
more widely. 

As we enter Phase 2, our story is still unfolding, and we hope this report will 
initiate more conversations about this important and, perhaps always, unfinished 
work. 

A word about our funding

The Early Action Neighbourhood Fund provided over £5m over 
five years to support three projects to develop innovative models 
of early action support. 

The work grew out of the Early Action Funders Alliance (EAFA), 
a coalition of charities, business, and public sector organisations. 
EAFA is committed to making the case for early action, helping 
funders to embed it in their work, and supporting a shift toward a 
greater emphasis on early action in policy, funding, and practice. 
Five members of the Alliance committed resources to EANF. 
Grant funding was provided by The National Lottery Community 
Fund, Comic Relief and Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. The Barrow 
Cadbury Trust and Legal Education Foundation provided 
additional support and guidance.

We were pleased to be selected to apply for this funding in a 
closed bidding round and were one of only three programmes 
for change, chosen partly because of the obvious and clear 
commitment to the work from both Whitefriars Housing and 
Coventry City Council. 

We thought five years was a long time, but it turned out it was 
not long enough, and we are pleased to have an extension. It is 
extraordinary for a funder to fund anything for this long and we 
are very grateful for the chance to continue to develop this story. 

 
INTRODUCTION
Ignite was a partnership formed between 
Central England Law Centre and Grapevine in 
2015 to respond to an opportunity offered by 
the Early Action Neighbourhood Fund (EANF), 
building on earlier collaborations between our 
two organisations . 

The EANF set out to enable the third sector to stimulate a shift to early action 
within the public sector. As the first phase of our response, the Ignite programme, 
ran for five years 2015 to 2019 in partnership with Coventry City Council Children’s 
Services and Whitefriars (now Citizen) Housing. 

What follows is a practitioner account of Phase 1, drawing on our ‘learning from 
doing’, woven together with some recent accounts from people closely involved.

In talking about the things that were successful or difficult, 
unexpectedly, or otherwise, we hope to convey the bumpy 
experience of being a third sector organisation trying to create 
change in wider systems.

Our purpose in bringing this together is to communicate our approach to local 
agencies and partnerships, people in the community and funders. We expect 
interest from local and wider audiences, and we hope that in turn, this account 
will inspire and energise others who are interested in how to ignite systems 
change, wherever they are. 
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WHAT WAS THE 
SYSTEM CHANGE  
WE WERE TRYING 
TO ACHIEVE?
We partnered with both Pathfinders to 
understand what it would take to shift from 
crisis to early help . We think of early help as 
enabling people to thrive, for example, to 
succeed, to learn, be good parents and be 
able to manage the adversities and need for 
adaptability that life will present . 

Early help brings a focus on strengths and possibilities, rooted in the here and 
now, that looks to enable people to benefit from opportunities and support to 
create something that people want to see happen. This stands in contrast to a 
deficit-based approach that seeks to act to prevent something from happening in 
the future.

Our Offer
Grapevine brought expertise in connecting people, rooted in a possibility rather 
than problem-focused approach. The Law Centre had the expertise to bring legal 
rights together with practical help and extra resources to tackle root causes. 

Together, as Ignite, we blended community development with a radical reworking 
of advice methods to:

 L Grow legal capability in people who impact on services most - those with 
entrenched need and recurring crises, increasing their knowledge, confidence 
and skills to deal with everyday law-related issues .

 L Build the web of individual, family and community relationships they 
need to move forward into stable futures, costing less and contributing 
more .

This approach generated insights into how systems intended to support people 
are working in practice and what needs to change.

The Pathfinders
We partnered with organisations who explicitly wanted to uncover how to act 
earlier. We identified and agreed to connect with public service transformation 
initiatives where ideas, practices and proposals were underway and could be 
readily influenced by an ‘acting early, resilience-building approach’. 

 L Whitefriars wanted Ignite’s model to lead their evolution in housing 
management. The Pathfinder aimed to redesign their service and identify 
skills needed for staff to intervene early, prevent problems, and build 
on strengths and assets within their communities . They aspired to a 
redesigned housing management service focused on effective preventative 
activity, aimed at building resilience and capacity within their customers 
and preventing avoidable events like rent arrears, evictions, and tenancy 
abandonments .

 L Children’s Services wanted to be part of a whole system reformation that 
understands what people need, how to connect them and how to help them 
transform their lives. They identified that relationships of insight and trust 
between families and staff were continually disrupted by professional fears 
and anxieties about blame; opportunities to address root causes together 
was lost and families and children didn’t get the preventative help needed to 
stay out of services . 
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then be the basis for other capacity-building support to be offered and more 
readily accepted.

We established a Partnership Board, headed up by an expert in Early Action and 
designed it as a space in which senior leaders from both Pathfinders and other 
significant partners could guide the work as it progressed and extend relationships 
city-wide on acting earlier.

We had learned, in our earlier collaboration, the key staff competencies and 
characteristics needed to build people’s resilience and capacity and were ready 
to employ them. Ignite staff used these tried and tested methods to immerse and 
position themselves within our agreed neighbourhoods, building reputations and 
offering help both through Pathfinder partners and more widely. 

You have to demonstrate your value, to show that you have  
skin in the game. CLARE KIELY,HEAD OF FUNDING AND APPROACHES COMIC RELIEF

For this methodology to work, we had agreed to co-working on cases to catalyse 
behaviour change. Ignite advisors were partnered with frontline staff from both 
Pathfinders to spot where staff already worked in creative ways that unlocked 
early help. The idea was that working like this would shift understandings of how 
to deal with problems and where to look for solutions where services may not be 
the best default option for help when something goes wrong. 

This offered Ignite a unique perspective on the two systems we were within - 
being able to ‘be alongside’ a family or a tenant as they attempted to understand 
a problem and seek and accept help and tracking that alongside frontline 
professionals to understand if, and how it works.

To help us, we used a ‘Plan, do, Study, Act’ (PdSA) approach to testing out small-
scale changes or alternative ways of thinking and acting. This works through the 
steps of making a plan, trying it out, observing the results, and acting on what is 
learned. In PdSA sessions the Ignite team, frontline staff, managers and leaders 
met together to explore more about what was learned and to challenge one 
another’s thinking on what needs to change. This helped to draw out the learning 
in real time, as close as possible to the point at which insights were useful.

The next two sections give more detail about what we did in each Pathfinder. 

Early action – building a fence at the top of the cliff rather 
than running an ambulance at the bottom seems like an 
eminently smart approach to public policy. You’ll struggle 
to find a practitioner or a funder, a policy maker or a politician 
who wouldn’t agree with the principle, but it has seldom been 
embraced on any scale in public policy.  
DAVID ROBINSON, FOUNDER OF THE EARLY ACTION TASKFORCE, CHAIR OF SHIFT

our aim was to explore how to redesign support to help people earlier and build 
resilience in those least able to cope. For example:

1 . By helping those who would otherwise get stuck, to use universal services in a 
timely way, and avoid preventable events like rent arrears, tenancy breakdown, 
and social care needs . 

2 . By influencing design of face-to-face services so they prioritise early, 
preventative approaches . 

Our approach 
Our model was that the combined specialist skills of our organisations were to 
be transplanted inside two public sector organisations. Our confidence in this 
approach came from previous learning that resolving problems where there could 
be a legal solution, accelerated a trusted one-to-one relationship, which could 
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We promoted a more relational approach, one that acknowledged the challenge of 
being offered an empty property that needed decoration and furniture to make a 
home, while enabling the prospective tenant to see that this could provide long-
term security and become their home. 

Improvements in the pre-tenancy sign up process, meant that the paperwork 
helped to surface the needs and circumstances of prospective tenants. New face-
to-face interactions highlighted vulnerabilities and indicated what was needed to 
ensure tenancy success. 

We redesigned the pre-tenancy impact process - by making 
it face to face, we got richer detail and started to build early 
relationships and trust. This helped to reduce the time to relet 
an empty property, saving money and time and reducing the 
potential for disruption for staff and prospective new tenants. 
The staff told us that they really felt the benefits, were able 
to spend time with people and so were able give them more 
information earlier.

Viewing a property for the first time became a chance to make better relationships 
with prospective tenants. We supported staff to develop a more open style of 
communication, with regularly checking-in with people and using this as basis 
to better understand their real-time needs, rather than routinised checks at set 
intervals. 

There are many interactions that occur between the landlord and tenant, both 
informal and more formal, such as when issues arise such as rent arrears, anti-
social behaviour, or life crises such as unemployment or deaths. We looked 
at standardised checkpoints for client interaction and learned that all the 
information available to the landlord about the tenant is not always used when 
interacting and this limited attempts to progress issues and maximise success.

We promoted a culture change by creating a ‘golden thread’, connecting 
approaches based on respect for the tenant, that would reinforce the value of 
a social tenancy from the very start. This included staff offering unconditional 
positive regard, honesty, a personal relationship, good use of business intelligence 
and recognising the importance of helping to embed a tenant within a community.

 
WHITEFRIARS - 
MAKING A TENANCY 
A FOUNDATION 
FOR LIFE
We wanted to lay a foundation for a more 
positive start to the relationship that Whitefriars 
wanted to establish at the start of a tenancy, to 
help people to be ‘tenancy ready’ . 

 L We explored what happens before a person becomes a tenant by considering 
who might be working with them at that time, and how Whitefriars could 
improve their interaction with them . 

 L We focused on those who might be more at risk of failure because their 
situation was chaotic or precarious before they were offered a tenancy .

 L We made good connections to key staff and people in external partner 
agencies, such as the Salvation Army, Route 21 and The Foyer . 

We encouraged the use of these new relationships to gather more detail about the 
likely needs of people pre-tenancy and the practical help needed to support the 
high number of vulnerable people beginning tenancies. 

Our ‘deep dive’ exploration of the connections and journeys people take to 
get a tenancy underlined the need for Whitefriars to seek to build a different 
relationship with the prospective or new tenant from the very start. 
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Legendary Lane was a community of new build homes. We 
made a focused effort to introduce neighbours and draw on 
common issues to strengthen community relationships as 
part of sustaining tenancies. Several ‘on the street’, cheap and 
quick events were hosted with Whitefriars staff invited along 
to reiterate messages about the help available. This work was 
successful: after nine months, none of the tenants had rent or 
social problems and all were headed to a secure tenancy.

We learned that the likelihood of building a successful tenancy was greater when 
working with a focus on respect and kindness, paying attention to the impact 
of poverty and offering money advice as standard. We made good progress in 
engaging staff in being more open to the adversity tenants were facing and the 
efforts needed to overcome hardship. The realisation of the ambition of early 
help rests on the organisation being able to build knowledge about the tenant 
and making sure this is reflected in all transactions with them, securing more 
of what tenants need from improved partnerships, and a greater connection of 
tenants to communities as a resource.

Further deep dive activities were undertaken into Whitefriars specialist 
interventions on tenancy sustainment, money advice and income recovery. As a 
result, the wording of letters pursuing arrears was altered and communication 
styles softened to engage tenants in help seeking behaviour. The staff saw real 
value and success in this.

This unique mix of observation and joint working, linking case 
observations and business processes and work to explore 
attitudes and beliefs of staff and customers highlighted gaps 
in the use of business processes and revealed much about how 
staff were perceived by tenants. We were uniquely able to get 
underneath how people really viewed their tenancy because we 
were curious about it and expressly valued the possibilities for a 
different life that it could present.

The legacy of historically ‘landlord-led’ approaches to housing management set a 
formal tone and style of interaction, influenced associated communications and 
approach taken by staff, which in practice, prevented the help they were offering 
from having the impact it was intended to.

Our work helped staff to become more confident in relation to everyday law-
related problems and able to make deliberate efforts to identify resources, assets, 
and support amongst the web of individual, family and community relationships 
to unlock new and inventive ways for people to start solving problems. 
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GETTING TO A 
BLUEPRINT FOR 
ACTION WITH 
CHILDREN’S 
SERVICES
Initially we struggled to agree with the 
Children’s Services Pathfinder where to start 
our journey to promote early help . Despite 
the mutual commitment to partnership, the 
circumstances were challenging . There were 
changes in key personnel and high levels of 
agency staff, an imminent Ofsted inspection 
and wider transformation objectives, all of 
which made communicating the vision, securing 
meetings to plan the work, and staying relevant 
difficult. 

Eleven Ways of Working –based on respect and 
kindness

Unconditional positive regard for the tenant
Be interested in them as a person and let them know something 
about you
End on a good note – no grudges
Catch them at their best
Separate the behaviour from the person
Listen with intent to understand rather than intent to reply
Build goodwill on good days
Earn respect rather than expect it
Remember there is always more than one perspective
Be kind
Be really clear what good looks like

The Pathfinder work with Whitefriars ended in 2018 following corporate decisions 
about the future direction of the organisation as a whole and restructuring of 
the housing group, which became Citizen, a much larger social housing provider 
working across the West midlands. 

Whilst our partnership ended early, Citizen identify the legacy of the work 
catalysed by Ignite as being that teams are now working more collaboratively 
with external agencies. They also suggest there is a more empathic tone in their 
communication with residents, which they have developed further through their 
own customer care training. 

Looking back, there was good engagement between Ignite and 
front-facing teams at Whitefriars and the development of a 
shared understanding of the language used. Getting more data 
from Ignite and thinking about the whole customer journey 
were both beneficial. There were also benefits from developing 
skills to interact with customers in a different way, for example, 
communication skills, questioning techniques and ‘how not to be 
judgemental’. MARTYN HALE, DIRECTOR OF CARE AND SUPPORT - CITIZEN
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All along people had said anecdotally, ‘…we’re so busy. We’re 
overrun at the front end of services.’ You could see from the data 
there that that simply was not the case. There was a perception 
that was held really tight, that people couldn’t deliver the earliest 
help to people at the start of problems, because they were so 
busy. This data alone really unlocked that conversation.

We undertook specific work to explore attitudes and beliefs of staff and families 
and how these played out in frontline delivery. An example was the need to be 
more poverty-informed. It became a ‘call to action’, helping to challenge taken-for-
granted, resigned or tacit acceptance that poverty is so pervasive and entrenched 
that professionals can do little more than tackle the symptoms. 

The work brought a focus on ensuring that people were 
advocating for people’s rights, and, very simply, benefits 
maximisation. If people are living at that horrendous threshold, 
that borderline level, getting the right benefits makes a massive 
difference to your ability to govern your own life. Now, staff 
would definitely think about people’s legal rights, their financial 
situation - that’s embedded in their practice now.  
JANE MOFFAT, EARLY HELP MANAGER (CITY WIDE) COVENTRY CITY COUNCIL

The initial ambition was to create a team based on a slice across Children’s 
Services from Earliest Help to Child Protection. We explored help for families with 
the Children’s Centre early help team, child protection and other key partners 
who thought Ignite’s approach might help families. We learned a lot about where 
families sought help, the obstacles to receiving it and the types of root causes that 
threaten attempts to help.

It was about developing honesty; getting to grips with why 
families do not come in the front door of Children Services early 
enough. We were trying to uncover what their problems were, 
design a team that could meet those problems and then engage 
families … You could come early. You would not get judged and 
you would get the help. And that will change the trajectory of 
your family.

Consultation by Children’s Services on a new delivery model, moving from 
children’s centres to multi-partner Family Hubs became an opportunity to test 
some of our thinking and reiterate the value of acting early and differently. We 
initiated a ‘live trial’ within a Family Hub, a local building that we felt could be 
identified as the source of help and support for families. Alongside Children’s 
Services early help staff, we began to translate our casework learning about 
what might work into practice. The Hub model enabled us to amplify community 
response to problems and develop community partnerships. We accepted that 
our original ambitions for a full slice of children’s services was not going to be 
possible and embraced Early Help Hubs as the space to develop the Ignite model.

In the Hub, we worked with 200 households who were identified as needing help 
to trial if legal advice and improving their social connectedness could support 
them to head-off crisis. 

We found there was scope to use and share data more intelligently to 
understand local needs and assets. An important breakthrough was enabled by 
analysing data with staff that showed that those receiving early help were less 
likely to go on to need further higher-level intervention. At other times we used 
data to challenge preconceptions and open conversations about on-the-ground 
realities. used well, such data can identify themes, for example, from casework 
or family feedback, that can help to galvanise collaboration and devise better 
early help that targets the real issues.
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The Blueprint is a simplified presentation of the four pillars Family Hubs need 
to help Coventry families at the earliest point and to head off demand for crisis 
services. 

It spoke to people – who then got interested. They could see 
where we’d been and what the next bit of the journey would look 
like. 

The Blueprint is not a classic action plan, because it was co-created with the 
Family Hub and was the culmination of three and half year’s work. We expect 
it to keep evolving. It may look simple, but it is complex in construct, designed 
to enable people to work on the desired changes, both with us, and without us, 
after our funding ends. We chose language that was not overused or associated 
with change methodology to engage everyone in thinking differently about how 
to activate early help.

This practical activation of rights and community-level help has generated a ‘sense 
of hope’, building the agency and resilience of people in the community and the 
practitioners to be able to ‘have a go at the even harder things’ that need to be 
tackled. 

Staff would also consider and activate a community response to 
some of those difficulties. They understand and value community 
activity and engagement as a way of meeting people earlier and 
building a reputation that the Family Hub is a place that is OK to 
come, to just be with, as well as to come and ask for help. And 
community and voluntary organisations are not an afterthought, 
or a second-class response to early intervention. JANE MOFFAT, EARLY 

HELP MANAGER (CITY-WIDE) COVENTRY CITY COUNCIL

The Hub trial allowed us to deconstruct the system around the way help was 
offered by Children’s Services to spot where help might have been offered earlier 
and more effectively. As anticipated, this took us beyond Children’s Services into 
a range of places and spaces where families received help. We explored council 
tax problems, rent arrears, lack of therapeutic support, school-holiday hunger, and 
lack of practical help with everyday life problems that prevented families from 
accessing other help. We concluded that Family Hubs needed other organisations 
to also be committed to early action and to collaborate around that to help 
Coventry families at the earliest point and to head-off demand for crisis services.

The work with Children’s Services led to the publication of a jointly agreed 
Blueprint for Action that continues to guide the ongoing work with Children’s 
Services. This articulated a better understanding of how to activate early help and 
the key ingredients. 

The Blueprint was a significant milestone, a ‘big moment’, designed to galvanise 
action.

The Blueprint was a great piece of sense making. We had done all 
this work and then we got this Blueprint – this is what is would 
take! It was a very attractive, energising presentation of that as 
well. I felt like I’d got through the trees, and I could stand and 
look at it.
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We are able to talk about an approach to how you make effective 
action on problems earlier, and that that is translatable to other 
places, organisations, other front-line interactions with people. I 
think we are quite clear about the ingredients. 

The work has been really challenging for Ignite and the staff we have worked with. 
We are very aware of the complexity of the challenges to achieve earlier action: 
there were many obstacles to change, but there were enablers too. 

There is always something you can do at a very practical level.

1. Build help seeking activity
Early help starts with building trust, developing relationships at a personal 
level through honesty, empathy, and availability. Services must work with and 
understand the real problems that people are facing and empathise with their 
experiences to ensure that they are seen as a ‘go-to’ for those needing help.

2. Be alongside 
This ability to be alongside and work relationally with people is a crucial skill. It 
enables the values of an organisation to be enacted, so that what we say and what 
we do are aligned.

‘We believe that everyone deserves a good 
home and can make one with the right support.’ 

In practice, this vision might require that staff can acknowledge 
the disappointment of a prospective tenant on a first viewing of a 
property and offer to work with them to make it as good as it can 
be. Another situation might call for being frank with a tenant who 
is looking to bid for a different property, because he does not like 
his small bedsit. An honest acknowledgement that this will take 
years for a single man could be a foundation for working together 
to help him think about how to make the best of his existing 
accommodation.

 
OUR LEARNING 
ABOUT EARLY 
HELP: THE KEY 
INGREDIENTS
The Ignite approach allowed us to respond 
to the problems important to the people 
that used both services, based on the issues 
they identified as limiting their successes 
or exacerbating their struggles, and to trial 
practical help to address these issues . This 
was our starting point that became a chance to 
increase the likelihood that individuals being 
supported would be able to work with our 
Pathfinder partners on their big issues, in time, 
both reducing demand for specialist input and 
increasing capacity to help .
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The words used and how people speak all 
impact on the willingness of the person to 
accept help. 

The language used can be an expression of tacit assumptions 
and can be powerful in framing interactions and how other 
people respond. Words used in everyday verbal or written 
communication, such as ‘aggressive’, ‘choice’, ‘the property’ 
(rather than ‘your home’) or forms of communication that are 
formal and distancing can become unintended limits on the 
ability of staff to form relationships, to be ‘alongside’ people. 
This curtails the chances to go beyond the most immediate 
presentation of the ‘problem’ or issue. 

4. Identify the opportunities to reach people early
Early help needs to be understood from the reciprocal perspectives of the people 
seeking help and the staff. We have learned a lot about how people seek help, 
how well it is received, whether it ultimately achieves its outcome and if not, why 
not. The Pathfinders highlighted that people have often been involved with other 
services and situations in which opportunities to help early have been missed. The 
barriers to noticing the opportunities and acting earlier include the behaviour and 
attitudes of staff, the perceptions held of organisations by those they are trying 
to help, and the timeliness of practical help. These factors hold back the ability 
to make a relationship that matters and can hamper early help. That no single 
person or organisation can have an overview, means creating partnerships is 
essential for early action to succeed. 

5. Value and mobilise community connections
Connecting people to community-based support can help them to work through 
problems before they escalate into something more serious. Our approach showed 
that looking beyond services to find solutions within the community was a source 
of peer support, for example, for women facing domestic abuse or isolated 
men. People formed friendships, built new relationships, or became involved in 
something new and this supported them to thrive. We are confident that, in time, 
this will lessen demand for services.

These are real scenarios that call for a degree of honesty or myth-busting and 
a willingness to explore compromise that can be hard. It might seem harsh or 
unkind or at odds with people knowing their rights. It asks that staff seek to build 
rapport, are inquisitive, that they notice or ask directly about people’s reactions 
and treat what they observe as useful insight. It takes courage, a willingness to 
collaborate and preparedness to talk about what is real and possible in a humane 
way. And staff also need to feel able to speak up in a safe way, so that multiple 
and different perspectives are heard. 

3. Explore deep beliefs and values
The Ignite approach has shown just how important the way in which conscious 
or unconscious assumptions, underlying values and beliefs can support or 
undermine the ability of staff to tackle poverty, to be alongside people and work 
relationally with them. Beliefs and values inform how staff work on the ground, 
how they offer help and support, and what outcomes are achieved. Language is an 
important indicator in helping us understand this. 
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REFLECTIONS ON  
OUR APPROACH
Our work was explicitly experimental and 
focused on continuous learning . There is no 
script for this unfamiliar way of working, which 
can feel exciting and scary at the same time . A 
willingness to be flexible and adapt to changing 
circumstances along the way is essential .

The organisational and regulatory context is important: the inherent complexity 
of this work was heightened by the fact that both organisations were undergoing 
their own change or improvement programmes, resulting in significant internal 
performance management pressures, restructuring and changes to job roles. 
This all contributed to confusion about what Ignite were trying to achieve and 
influenced the way in which we had to apply our model. 

The operational realities, here of maintaining rental income and safeguarding 
children, pervade any statutory organisations’ ability to encourage help-seeking 
behaviour and influence how staff construe their remits, responsibilities, and 
priorities on a day-to-day basis, whatever their own enthusiasm for working 
differently might be. 

The model of ‘working alongside’ staff teams was far from plain sailing. We 
underestimated the difficulty created by several operational and contextual 
factors. At times, staff could feel under scrutiny, that they were being observed by 
Ignite or their own managers, or that there was a critique of what they were doing, 
without really understanding why. Compliance is not a good basis for engagement 
or learning and sustaining the systematic discipline of this approach and ensuring 

6. Tackle root causes
Everything we did took place in the context of the need to tackle poverty. We found 
many people without the right advice and support, often facing the prospect of 
things only getting worse, with the ever-present risk of being tipped into crisis by 
the events of everyday life. Offering practical help first is significant in changing 
the dynamics of relationships. This requires public services to build relationships 
with communities of people not just those that already use their services. 

7. Recognise systemic enablers and barriers 
The conditions that continue to hold the problems in place include pervasive 
poverty that impedes early action and effective responses; the formal policies, 
practices, and resource flows amongst organisations; and the more intangible 
relationships, power and emotional dynamics and ways of thinking that make the 
culture of an organisation. 

deeper rooted problems require suspension of judgement and a focused effort 
of interest, respect, dignity, and acknowledgement of how hard things can be for 
people, including staff. The wish to create the conditions for such dialogue must 
contend with the real tensions between this kind of relational working and a 
culture of performance management, whether driven by corporate or regulatory 
imperatives. 
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notice blind spots or oversights paired with the skill to bring to these to wider 
attention in ways that feel safe and elicit curiosity and exploration by others, 
rather than defensiveness, resentment, or disengagement. This is a key skill of 
facilitating systems change in a non-adversarial way; an appreciation of even 
the smallest successes can make progress more visible, and so help to maintain 
momentum and the sustainability of change. 

One of the things we have learnt is if we can evidence what we 
are doing with real tangible examples of success and failure, 
the staff can see the benefit of why they’re being asked to do 
various things …. If they can see that it helps and supports them 
to deliver, to do their job, meet their targets, then they are more 
willing to engage than if they cannot see what relevance it has to 
them. MARTYN HALE, DIRECTOR OF CARE AND SUPPORT, CITIZEN

Ignite were working in a unique space which allowed us to dig into what happens 
between organisational aspirations, processes intended to meet those aspirations 
and what happens on the ground. We found that working with key individuals 
who are highly motivated to see change is a necessary but not sufficient factor in 
the success of the work. Whilst commitment at a senior level is important, it is no 
guarantee of success; it’s worth asking ‘who are the best people to make change 
happen’? 

Ultimately this approach needs buy-in from frontline staff, who 
must be able to see how it will transform their ability to help 
people. It is relatively easy to set up governance arrangements …
so you’re having those dialogues at strategic level all the time, 
but the real gold, is to be discovered in the people that are ‘doing 
the do’. JANE MOFFAT, EARLY HELP MANAGER (CITY-WIDE) COVENTRY CITY COUNCIL

These reflections illustrate the very real on the ground challenges of shifting 
organisational cultures. We don’t think there is a similar change model; it gave us 
unique insight based on what we could see happening, and so we could see what 
may be needed to change. We could also see how that was landing with people 
they were trying to help. This insight helped us to constantly evolve, to respond 
to challenges as they happened and to develop real-time understanding of what 
would best create a shift to earlier action.

everyone is involved can be a challenge. True collaboration requires that we think 
and engage in ways that show that we are all in this together. 

[PDSA] was fairly strong at the beginning… I think Ignite were 
constantly reflecting and analysing and changing, but I think my 
team were just recipients of that….we need everyone to be giving 
their voice, everyone to be reviewing, to be thinking about what 
are we learning. Otherwise, you end up just telling people what to 
do again….and we have already got people telling us what to do!  
JANE MOFFAT, EARLY HELP MANAGER (CITY-WIDE), COVENTRY CITY COUNCIL

The complexities of issues, roles and relationships sometimes caused confusion 
about Ignite’s role within the Pathfinders. Success at creating individual change 
for cases we co-worked was difficult and the risk was that, under pressure, Ignite 
staff could become seen as ‘an extra pair of hands’ or fall into that role because 
of a desire to be of practical help. This could lead to tensions as our staff tried to 
maintain advocacy for the individual and struggled to embed this within a system 
change ethos. 

It is careful work trying to help people to hold risk in a different 
way, and to feel comfortable doing that, that’s where reflective 
practice comes in – not to just suddenly leap into escalating 
things but to try and pause, breathe, unpick what is really 
happening in any situation.  
CLARE KIELY, HEAD OF FUNDING AND APPROACHES, COMIC RELIEF 

under the prevailing service realities and stringencies, it was hard to maintain a 
focus on role and purpose and on foregrounding the importance of what we were 
learning. We had not foreseen the need to be continually explicit and strategic 
about the casework we took on and our roles within it, to better resist the pull-
back of non-systemic habits and practices. 

A high turnover of staff in Pathfinders meant it was necessary to keep re-
establishing the model as a way of working and we worked hard to keep up the 
pace and scale of change, so our system change ambition did not get left behind. 

Being simultaneously outsiders and insiders of an organisation requires a 
balancing act of ‘diagnosis’ and ‘dialogue’: literally, a fresh pair of eyes to help 
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 L An insight: we have learned that whatever successes can be achieved through 
this blend of community development and legal advice methods, lots of 
other things also need to be in play, including a degree of ‘organisational 
development’ . This might be thought of as a willingness to explore the added 
layers of complexity that arise through professional practices, values and 
working assumptions that make and remake the organisational culture .

 L With foresight: as we look to support recovery and renewal from 
Covid-19 and the deepening and extended austerity on the near horizon, 
we want to restate our learning that because poverty is pervasive it 
is a significant barrier to system change when services fail to take 
account of it . This compromises attempts to meet people early in their 
problems . We are now focusing on poverty-informed services to support 
everyone working to help people at any stage to understand and reflect 
this in the way they work .

a big part of what has made our learning possible has been the attitude of the 
funders. Their approach has been genuinely exploratory and enabling, allowing 
us to go where the work led us. They have understood that the work is both 
experimental and experiential, that needs to be rooted in shared learning. In 
this kind of work, there can be pressure to demonstrate or ‘prove’ that specific 
contributions have led to the outcomes established at the start or test the original 
theories of change. This has conceptual, ethical, and practical difficulties, some of 
which were uncovered in the programme evaluation of the EANF.1 

Our interest was always in ‘learning by doing’, learning how to shift systems 
towards early action by doing early action work, through a series of iterations 
or cycles of action and reflection. ultimately a learning process, this combines 
practical casework with strategic insights about how service systems work drawn 
from being able to take a ‘beneficiary eye-level’ perspective. We are pleased that 
we have held our intention to tell a story that addresses the question, ‘how do you 
uncover what’s really required to shift the public sector?’. 

This shift in practice is not necessarily easy for funders, but it has allowed for a 
quality of work that otherwise would not have happened. 

1 Evaluation & Learning — Early Action Neighbourhood Fund (earlyactionfund .org)

 
CONCLUSIONS AND 
WIDER LESSONS 
FOR SYSTEM 
CHANGERS
Bringing this report to life has been a valuable 
process that gives us confidence in the 
key messages . There are some important 
implications of our learning for ourselves as we 
go forward, as well as for other practitioners 
and funders . 

 L In hindsight: perhaps our ambitions that a third sector organisation could 
catalyse or give an ‘evangelical jolt’ to create whole system change were a bit 
naïve . Nevertheless, our positioning helped us to really gain a sense of how 
system change ‘looks and feels’, and the values, attitudes and behaviours that 
are needed across a range of partners to get real early help . The challenges 
to shift to ‘working with’ and not ‘for’ people are acknowledged; an element 
of this is the need for change in how people in need of help perceive staff 
and organisations . Subtle but important shifts in everyday, inter-personal 
transactions are needed for staff to really be able to ‘be alongside’ people . 
Such relational practice needs a degree of genuine collaborative inquiry, 
based on self and peer reflection that is far from common practice. 

http://www.earlyactionfund.org/evaluation
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The structure was thoughtful and honest about learning from 
everything that happened. Lots of organisations in our sector are 
very tempted, probably for good reasons, to prove that what they 
said in the first place that they were going to do, they are now 
doing, because that’s how success is defined. That was not the 
spirit of this piece of work. I think there was genuine learning. 
DAVID ROBINSON, FOUNDER OF THE EARLY ACTION TASKFORCE, CHAIR OF SHIFT

We do think we have sufficient evidence over the course of the work to feel 
confident that we were changing lives, that we have made a difference on the 
ground. Changing systems is an entirely different matter. It is about leaving change 
behind and that is primarily the way in which we would want the work to be judged.

The fear is that ‘the change’ is what we are doing and when  
we stop doing it, the waters close over our heads.  
DAVID ROBINSON, FOUNDER OF THE EARLY ACTION TASKFORCE, CHAIR OF SHIFT

We believe our fundamental model of change is sound, and that there is scope to 
reset or recontract. We will continue to invest time in building relationships at all 
levels. We will stay close to what is happening on the ground and work to bring 
people with us. Sharing this story is a chance for all parties in the system to talk 
about their understanding of the purpose of the work and progress. 

We have got to this point largely through doggedness and determination. As might 
be expected, there has not always been solid agreement or consensus amongst us 
at Ignite or with partners. As we move forward, we hope to co-create ways in which 
learning together creates a culture of support, where we take care of ourselves and 
each other, find allies and dedicate time to talk about how we are working together.

We think that another important part of making change, of connecting services to 
the complexity of an individual, is them hearing from that individual. With this in 
mind, we are interested in how we might enable people with lived experience to 
become story-tellers in their own right, and become the catalysts for change, through 
a restorative process that allows them to share their experience in constructive and 
compelling ways. 

There’s significant learning for us to distil and share with partners as the work 
continues to unfold. 
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