
 
 

Project Learning Report  

Details of Bespoke Support Project (BSP): 

Partnership Name: Pan Bedfordshire - Multi-agency Child Exploitation partnership 

Core partner agencies 
involved: 

Representatives from across Pan Bedfordshire were engaged in 
the bespoke support project (BSP). This included all three children 
and adult’s social care; Central Bedfordshire, Bedford Borough and 
Luton as well as Bedfordshire Police, Bedfordshire VERU, NHS 
Bedfordshire CCG, Link to Change, Luton Youth Offending Service, 
Bedfordshire Youth Offending Service, Health Services, Public 
Health. 

Number of Local Authority 
areas covered: 

3 

Regional Area: East of England 

BSP Project Size: Complex 

BSP Methodology/ 
methodologies 

Partnership – Transitional Safeguarding 

Digital / Face to face / Mixed 
Delivery 

Mixed Delivery 

Date Bespoke Support 
Project commenced: 

January– November 2020 (Please note, due to Covid-19 it was 
mutually agreed for this bespoke support project to pause 
temporarily between April and September 2020). 
 

Summary:  

The agreed change goal for the project was to focus on transitional safeguarding in order to develop 
the existing CSE partnership to support and include young people up to the age of 25 years.  
 
The 3 local authority areas across Pan Bedfordshire (Bedford, Central Bedfordshire, and Luton) have 
a strong strategic partnership in relation to child sexual exploitation (CSE), which was reflected in 
their initial application. This project focussed on supporting and developing the shared 
understanding of the partnership to vertically extend their arrangements in relation to their CSE 
strategy up to the age of 25 years old.  

Reasons why the local area requested the TCE Support programme: 

In their initial application, the partnership identified two potential areas of work: 1) 
expand their current focus and arrangements for CSE to incorporate child criminal 
exploitation (CCE) and 2) provide support to young people post 18.  
 
Colleagues from pan Bedfordshire wanted to move cautiously towards a broader 
exploitation model, and were keen that any changes must not to be to the detriment of 
the existing CSE agreements already in place. The partnership noted that despite 
similarities between the two forms of child exploitation there are also differences, and did 
not want to assume that what was established and seen as effective in tackling CSE would 
translate directly across to CCE.  
 
To sharpen the focus for the project, it was agreed that the TCE programme would focus 
on the second of the two areas identified: developing the existing CSE model to include 



 
 

young people up to the age of 25 years. The local area acknowledged that harm and its 
traumatic effects do not abruptly end at 18, yet support often does.  
 
It was agreed that the BSP would seek to a) expand the current partnership to include a 
wider range of agencies and services able to support young people in early adulthood and 
b) secure their buy-in and engagement as part of an offer embedded within local strategic 
processes. It was agreed that beyond the life span of a project the local area would agree 
a set of principles for all partner agencies to sign up to would be a useful way to articulate 
shared responsibilities towards sexual exploitation victim-survivors aged 18 – 25 years old.  
Overall goal of BSP : 

In order to be able to provide a localised, needs-led support offer to young people with 
experience of sexual exploitation up to the age of 25 years, two priorities were identified:  

1. To engage a range of potentially relevant adult services in the strategic partnership 
2. To agree a key set of principles to underpin relationships and guide and support 

operational delivery with young people who have experienced sexual exploitation. 
 
Initial activity centred on mapping existing services and forums, identifying strengths and 
areas to be developed. The partnership reflected how current arrangements may miss 
opportunities to provide support to victims-survivors who remain exploited, or affected by 
their exploitation, post 18. Key contributing factors included:  

 commissioning arrangements  

 information about services/support available not accessible for young people post 
18 due to the information not being young people friendly and all services not 
commissioned to support young people post 18  

 professionals determining when a referral should be made for an individual to 
access support either due to young people being exploited post 18 and are 
therefore no longer legally a child and when professionals identify the concerns for 
a young person not by a young person’s choice to receive support and  

 Undiagnosed / unrecognised learning and/or communication needs meaning that 
some young people may find it difficult to navigate through services.  

 
Professionals described finding it difficult to navigate, understand and keep updated with 
what is on offer – and recognised that if professionals are confused it is likely that young 
people are too. Perhaps understandably, given the multi-site arrangements, the services 
offer is sometimes disjointed across the three LAs. Differences in referral processes, 
commissioning arrangements and offers were highlighted as a barrier to providing a 
coherent holistic support offer. This balance of creating sub-regional consistency whilst 
still allowing local specificity is a key challenge. 
 
Professionals also reflected on a – perhaps implicit - expectation that older young people 
and young adults should find and engage with services themselves. This presumption of 
self-efficacy does not necessarily reflect the ongoing vulnerabilities that a young person 
may have, and a more nuanced approach is likely to be necessary whereby young people 



 
 

are treated with a degree of agency and autonomy whilst recognizing the ongoing impact 
of trauma.  
Approaches / methods taken to achieve project goal and deliver the BSP: 

This bespoke support project was categorised as a partnership project, with a blended 
delivery approach (face-to-face and digital). Due to Covid-19, project working moved to 
digital delivery. It was also agreed at the start of the pandemic to place the project on hold 
until capacity to re-engage was realistic.  
 
At the point of re-engaging, the partnership reflected on whether it was possible to 
continue with all three local authority areas at such a challenging time. To enable this 
decision, TCE facilitated a workshop to explore opportunities and re-define the final phase 
of the project. It was agreed that the project would complete with one local authority area 
(Central Bedfordshire) but that pan Bedfordshire colleagues would be invited to meetings 
and be updated between workshops to allow project activities to be self-directed by the 
other two local authority areas.  
 
For progress to be impactful, the project was reliant on individuals from across local 
authority areas, service boundaries and agencies working together towards a shared goal. 
The enthusiasm and commitment from those present at sessions to work together to 
support this cohort of young people was integral to the success of the project. Self-
reflection and openness for their individual (and agency) beliefs and assumptions to be 
challenged were also key factors. Their openness enabled participants to approach the 
context differently. It was a challenge, however, to ensure that all the ‘right people’ were 
present and able to contribute to these discussions and there were gaps as a result of 
those that did not attend or engage.   
 
Six delivery workshops took place over the duration of the project, involving operational 
and senior leaders from across the three areas, supported by pre and post activities in 
between. It should also be noted that the single point of contact for the project completed 
work aligned to this project, such as mapping governance structures, which supported the 
project to progress and enabled a clear focus for TCE support. 

Key issues that arose during the delivery of the BSP:  
- for a local area and those delivering the BSP 

Five key themes emerged through the delivery of the project. These highlighted the need 
to go beyond statutory provision and involve a broad range of adult services, in order for 
change to happen. Importantly, we saw a shift in partners’ perceptions throughout the 
course of the project, to an understanding that support for 18-25 year olds cannot be led 
by statutory adult social care alone.  
 
1. Commitment and partnership working:  

 The importance of the partnership clearly signaling strategic ‘buy-in’ as a catalyst 
and to support operational uptake/ implementation of this approach to working 
with young people aged 18-25 



 
 

 The work has to feel meaningful; the partnership highlighted how the actions must 
not remain as a process and must translate into support that is tangible for young 
people.  

 Alongside this, engagement of the right people, and at the right level to influence 
and agree to working in a new and different way. 
 

2. System change not just service redesign:  

 An acknowledgment that this is about system change not just service redesign or 
amendments to operational practice.   

 Similarly, this is not only a safeguarding issue in the statutory services sense, but 
requires a flexible whole system offer to best support the transition to adulthood: 
within the resources available and whilst thinking about transitions earlier such as 
the age of 16. It is important to think of ‘transitions’ as a process, not an event.  

 Providing tailored support for young people, led by the individual 
 

3. Increased awareness of how to engage young people between 18-25: 

 The local areas involved in this project acknowledged that there was less of an 
understanding of approaches to engaging young people aged between 18-25 and 
less of a shared language around the narrative of this work across the partnership 
(children and adults). This can act as a barrier to the kind of leadership behaviors 
essential to enabling courageous, creative and coherent practice.  

 
4. Service Mapping - understanding what is available and who else needs to be involved: 

 A mapping exercise was undertaken with TCE support to scope and confirm what 
services and support is available across Bedfordshire for this age group and what 
gaps could be identified.  

 One important issue raised was how young people could access available support, 
especially those not known to services – TCE helped to identify who needs to be 
involved in the conversation.  

 
5. Commissioning:  

 Acknowledging the impact of disjointed/ fragmented funding streams and 
commissioning arrangements, potentially exacerbated by national funding 
streams.  

 Specific discussions were held around the potential benefits of aligning 
commissioning plans, in order to prevent duplication and to ensure effective use of 
resources pan Bedfordshire. It was acknowledged how challenging this could be to 
put into practice. This is a highly complex process, with multiple LAs, CCGs and a 
police force that spans the sub-regional footprint.  

 
Towards a New Approach 
The workshops in October and November generated discussions amongst partners to 
consider what support is required for young people who are exploited aged between 18 



 
 

and 25 building on the mapping work that had taken place. The partnership specifically 
thought about: 

 What should be considered as a core offer of support? 

 Where opportunities for creativity and innovation exist? 

 For the services that do support young people post 18 how can the support offer 
be more accessible for young people?  

 How can the new offer be accessible for young people? 
 

These questions helped contribute to the early discussions of what a support offer for 
young people aged 18-25 who are being exploited could look like, which enables local 
flexibility and ownership. 

Joining the dots: 
Describes the thematic approach taken by the TCE Support Programme to respond to 
system challenges. These three themes are intended to prompt new and innovative 
thinking and constructively challenge the status quo by encouraging the sector to make 
new links and approach strategic decisions from new angles and perspectives.   
 
Key reflections on the Joining the dots themes within the BSP: 
1. Leading with care 
2. Blurring boundaries 
3. Holding complexity, uncertainty and curiosity 

Leading with Care: 
The following leadership approaches were identified as ways to sustain this work: 
 

 Once a support offer is developed, senior leaders need to provide and facilitate a 
space for adult and children services to come together to share knowledge and 
exchange practice and specialist expertise in its widest sense, not just focusing on 
training. 

 

 It is important to highlight to partners involved in this project the good work that 
we heard of which is currently ongoing in relation to child exploitation and extra-
familial harm.  

 

 Identify who in the leadership team are the right leaders to take this work forward 
following on from initial – in this case TCE - support, and act swiftly to ensure 
appropriate cross-partnership representation at the right level where this is 
lacking. Consider who is passionate about this and who can influence others to 
continue making progress. 

 

 The approach to developing a support offer should include the participation of 
young people to inform and influence. Consulting with agencies/professionals is 
half of the story. To ensure a localised, needs-led support offer for young people 
aged 18-25 being exploited, agencies must enable participation opportunities to 



 
 

develop and test out professional assumptions with young people, families and 
communities.  

 

 Workshop participants were clear that actions must not remain an aspiration, and 
must translate into support that is tangible and meaningful for young people. 
Once a support offer has been developed by the local area it must ensure that this 
becomes an opportunity that is accessible and meaningful. An approach to this 
could be developing a clear partnership communications plan created with 
agencies, community, young people, family, businesses etc. to pose an 
opportunity to share the outcome of this work, the finalised support offer, 
agencies involved and accessibility routes. 

 
Blurring boundaries: 
Throughout this project, it was recognised that a dynamic and diverse support offer for 
18-25 year olds could not be dependent on a single agency. A transitional safeguarding 
offer involves spanning / bridging traditional boundaries. Agencies were encouraged to 
consider who else could influence and contribute such as local businesses offering work 
experience/jobs or activities that could be undertaken by teams across the councils such 
as licensing.  In particular, substance misuse services were noted as an important 
connection between various forms of child exploitation and between children and adult 
services.  
 
In the final phase of the TCE project, we aimed to promote a discussion for colleagues to 
consider the potential opportunities in terms of commissioning. It was identified that 
across Bedfordshire there are multiple commissioning arrangements and it would be 
beneficial to ensure that: 

 different agendas are more closely aligned with one another,  

 there is a focus on longer term (more than one year) and that 

 there are stronger links between commissioners (adult, children’s, health, VRU, 
Police). 
 

Holding complexity, uncertainty and curiosity: 
Localised and needs-led support relies on the ability of a broad range of agencies to share 
what they can offer, identify their limitations in a strengths-based approach and to unlock 
new opportunities across the partnerships; such as forming new relationships, awareness 
of a service or a gap in current commissioning strands.    
 
Pan Bedfordshire colleagues acknowledged the importance of being aware of the specific 
impact of Covid-19 on this cohort. A current barrier is that although we may know some of 
this information, we do not know the full impact as we enter into a second national 
lockdown. 
 

Significant learning and transferability from the BSP for other areas: 



 
 

1. Reframing a shared understanding of ‘transitions’ as a process, not an event, across 
the partnership, including: 

 Thinking about transitions earlier such as the age of 16.  

 When support offers are being developed, creating a tailored response to the 
needs of young people in their local area.  

 Ensuring young people can influence and contribute to this piece of work.  
 

2. Cross boundary engagement to share learning on the impact of Covid-19 and how this 
has affected the landscape of child exploitation.  All local areas should be mindful of 
this, given the ongoing nature of this change. 
 

3. Anchoring system redesign upon existing strengths and achievements. The potential to 
unlock capacity and capability across partnerships, agencies and individuals should not 
be underestimated when designing ‘new’ or expanded responses. Building blocks 
identified by pan Bedfordshire included their recent CSE review day, Luton’s Sexual 
Exploitation approach and the ‘Complex Safeguarding’ strategy meetings taking place 
in Central Bedfordshire.  

 
4. TCE provided the partnership space and time to reflect and identify the underpinning 

strengths and gaps across the region. Maintaining and building this ‘space’ to pause 
and reflect into future development work, is key, including identifying both who will 
lead and how the wider partnership will explicitly give them permission and support. 

 

Emerging evidence of how the project has positively disrupted the system response to 
child exploitation and extra-familial harm : 

Through the course the project, we have seen a significant shift in partners’ perceptions of 
the support that is both needed and possible for young people beyond the age of 18. 
There is now a shared understanding across the partnership that the response neither can, 
nor should, be solely led by statutory adult safeguarding services. Rather, it is a shared 
responsibility.  
 
Both individuals and agencies across the partnership have offered and received high 
support and high challenge in relation to pre-existing beliefs and assumptions about 
transitional safeguarding. Without the accompanying openness and self-reflection 
progress towards innovation is hard to achieve.   
  
We have also seen a deeper understanding develop that, in order to achieve impact, 
support needs to be relevant, accessible and tailored to young people’s needs. Structuring 
access and pathways are a useful way to quality assure and guide agencies and young 
people on how to access support, but going forward, the local area will develop their 
support offer by including the workforce, community and young people in collaborative 
design.  
 



 
 

Individuals involved in this project were asked to reflect on the leadership behaviors that 
they believe are necessary for the development of this work. Behaviours cited included: 
the nurturing of people, permission to be flexible and importance of role modelling, 
especially in the terms of the language we use. In order to model courageous, creative and 
coherent practice, offering clinical supervision and space for reflection and ongoing 
development opportunities for leaders to support knowledge and skill development were 
also noted. 
 
Immediate reflections from the local area: 

Partner Comments; 

 “This has been a really valuable support for Bedfordshire enabling us to steer the way 
forward and to give us an alternative way of thinking when discussing transition; realising 
this is not just for Adult Safeguarding to think about but for us to work together and 
ensure the right transition is in package for the young person.”  

 “I have been involved in a number of the workshops for this piece of work and found that 
the issues raised regarding transition from child to adult is a well-recognised concern. 
Whilst I agree with the themes, issues and conclusions drawn from the report, this is a 
theoretical report. We now need a Pan Beds, cross partnership, Child-Adult buy-in to agree 
the principles moving forward”. 

 “I have always questioned why transition services wait to the last minute to form their 
plans for young people under LA care.  There appears to be strong transitional support for 
those going into higher education, but this is lacking for those that leave education at 
18.  To start this process at 16 is one of the keystones of this new approach, building the 
young person’s confidence and independence to succeed as an adult.  I also agree that this 
work cannot be completed in silos but an overarching approach which includes the young 
person”. 

 “The workshops were really well organised and gave practitioners time to reflect & discuss 
the current approach to transition within Bedfordshire and what we can do moving 
forward. I particularly found the workshop with Dez Holmes extremely valuable with 
regards to Transitional Safeguarding and what this actually means for children/young 
people.” 

 “I think we now need to be clear about how we move forwards in Bedfordshire with our 
approach and new understanding of Transition; what this means for young people and 
ensure there voice is heard.”  
 

 

Please tick this box if there is an agreement for the Project Learning Report to be shared 

via the TCE Support programme’s Microsite for other local areas:   

Date:  8.12.2020 Signed by local authority area:  

Date:  11.12.2020 Signed by local authority area:   

Date:  14.12.2020 Signed by local authority area:   

Date:  18.12.2020 Signed by Head of Delivery – TCE Programme:   


