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Embedding Participation in Bristol’s Children and Young People’s Partnership 
(Children’s Trust arrangements):   Executive Summary 

1.  Background:   

 BCC Children and Young People’s Partnership is developing a new Children and Young People’s Plan for Bristol at 
the same time as it is developing the Children’s Trust in Bristol. For both, the voice of children and young people, and 
the mechanisms through which children and young people participate in and influence decision making, are important 
concerns.  There is a strong, but inconsistent  tradition of participation amongst Bristol’s services for children and 
young people.  While there are some examples of good participation practice, this not shared across 
agencies/services, and different agencies and stakeholders work to different definitions, interpretations and cultures 
about what participation is.  While participation work remains fragmented, it cannot be built upon and used to deliver 
change systematically, as the core of both operational practice and strategic decision-making. 

The aim of this short research consultancy was to develop an overview of current participation practice and issues, 
including some case studies of effective practice, and identify how information about good practice can be shared and 
so become better co-ordinated and better integrated into the strategic development of services for children and young 
people in Bristol. 

Methodology:  The review comprised a desk review of documents relating to participation practice in Bristol, 
including specifically written submissions from a range of service leads and national research and policy guidance. 
Interviews were carried out and a Focus Group discussion held with strategic and service leads.  There was also a 
Focus Group session with the Youth Select Committee. 

2.  Key Findings 

2.1.  Defining participation:   

There are many interpretations and understandings of participation, often influenced by different “cultures of 
participation”.  There is a need for a shared definition.  Participation is seen as  

• a process for raising children and young people’s aspirations 
• a set of opportunities to influence the agenda, or 
• an opportunity to engage in activities with other children and young people.  

 
We therefore developed a core definition for “participation”.  This was tested in all of the face to face interviews and 
the focus group.  A final, amended, version is given below: 

Participation means ‘taking part’ in making public decisions.   

It is a process where children and young people actively influence decisions about their lives and this leads 
to change – either in or in the services they use or get, in their communities, or in their own lives and 
development.   

These actions can be about: 

• The decisions that are being taken about children and young people’s own lives, or those of other 
children and young people  

• Services provided for or used by children and young people and in their communities 

• National or local policies that affect children and young people’s lives.     
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The definition above forms the basis of the analysis in the participation report and should be considered  as a core 
definition for participation in the development of the Children’s Plan.  

2.2. Effective Participation Practice  

There is a great deal of local good practice, but there is no mechanism for sharing this or learning from it.   

Examples of effective practice include: 

Children in Care Council:  a mechanism through which children and young people can put their experiences of the 
care system directly to those responsible for corporate parenting. It looks at broad, shared issues, and recommends 
actions to be taken on these issues. Key to its success is that it is linked to the governance of the Corporate Parenting 
function, and so is able to influence decision making at a strategic level.  If recommendations from the Children in 
Care Council cannot be implemented, there is dialogue between the 2 bodies about why this is the case.  CYPS has 
engaged the Third Sector organisation Reconstruct to provide a range of advocacy and participation services for 
children in care.   This enables a dedicated resource in terms of time, capacity, experience and vision.   

North Bristol Trust Community Children’s Health Partnership is a new service run by North Bristol NHS Trust 
(NBT) for all (CAMHS) and Community Children’s Health services across Bristol PCT, South Gloucestershire PCT 
and CYPS areas.  It started on 1 April 2009.  NBT is working closely with Barnardos to deliver services and ensure 
that they are accessible to all who need them especially vulnerable and hard to reach groups.  Service user 
participation is integral to the service.  Depth consultation work carried out by Barnardos was influential in shaping the 
service at the development stage, and there is a rigorous Outcome and Indicator Framework which includes 
participation throughout.  The service includes the employment of 8 Participation Workers, employed by Barnardos, 
who will work to ensure, and measure, the ongoing voice of service users in this service.  

Bristol Youth Opportunities and Youth Capital Funds are national government initiatives that aim to “empower 
young people by giving them real choice and influence over the delivery of services in their area.”  In Bristol, the total 
amount of funding available is approx £600,000 per year, and over the past 3 years the funds have supported about 
150 projects.  Decisions about funding are made by a panel of young people, supported by youth workers.  Its 
members also monitor the impact of this investment.   

Youth Select Committee works on a local level, tackling issues for Bristol.  The 20 Members of the Select 
Committee are elected through a process organised by the Youth Service, and supported by BCC Electoral Services.  
They are charged with consulting other young people locally, through school councils, youth clubs and youth forums, 
in order to find out their views and issues, and then to raise these with other elected representatives and heads of 
services in Bristol.  The Select Committee enables the clear expression of young people’s views about a wide range 
of issues, and enables a young people’s perspective on priorities and practical solutions.  However, the mechanisms 
for channelling these views into service planning are still being developed.   

A wide range of other examples were cited, including:  

• The Bristol Manifesto: The Voice for Young People 
• Young people’s involvement in recruitment 
• Complaints and Advocacy Service for children in care (run by BCC) 
• Improvements in local facilities such as Playgrounds and Play areas 
• MyPlace 
• Links with third sector organisations to increase resources, and develop young people’s voice 
• Schools Councils 
• Data from young people to influence service planning 

 
The main lessons from the case studies are that: 
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• there are different cultures of participation, and this determines the nature and methods of the work, and, 
potentially, its impact 

• participation works best when it is focused and has a clear result 

• children and young people should be seen as stakeholders in participation work 

• participation is most effective when there is feedback to the children and young people who have been 
involved. 

2.3. Channels of communication and influence:   

“We know we have a voice, but we’re not sure anyone is listening!” 

Embedding participation requires direct connections between the various structures through which children and young 
people’s voice is expressed, and those through which policy and strategy is defined and implemented.  A challenge 
for service planners, then, is to ensure that the developing structures are coherent and linked, and that there is a way 
of collating information from different strategies and the data that informs them, including the outcomes from children 
and young people’s participation. 

Several suggestions were made for embedding participation, including linking theme groups to the existing 
mechanisms for participation; establishing a Link Officer system; engaging external agencies; using DVD’s (as with 
the Children in Care Council).  It is also important to develop a Quality and Outcomes Framework, to assess 
effectiveness.  For participation to be effective, it is also necessary to hold meetings at times that children and young 
people can attend – e.g. evenings and school holidays – and in children and young people’s settings.   

There also needs to be feedback to the children and young people involved, to that  they know what has become of 
their input.  This applies equally (or more so) to issues on which action will not be taken by planners and providers as 
to those where there is a tangible outcome from consultation activity.   

2.4   Sharing information: 

A great deal of information currently exists about participation in general, and participation practice in Bristol, but it is 
not co-ordinated or shared.  This leads to duplication of resources, and consultation fatigue.  The strategic challenge 
is how to gather this information together, and how it can be shared. Interviewees supported the concept of a central 
information “portal”, that would be both outward facing, and so able to collate views of children and young people and 
other stakeholders about relevant issues, and inward facing as a central location for collating existing data and case 
studies.  It also needs to be connected to the mechanisms and Forums that children and young people use now, and 
to link to planning issues and concerns.  The report identifies key elements of content and the importance of 
information and learning being transferable.   

A strong view was expressed that this “information portal” should be hosted on the Children’s Trust Partnership 
website, to ensure its widest access.  Developing this information resource was seen as a key task for the 
“Embedding Participation Project” or project worker.  

2.5  Supporting Participation 
 
In Bristol, there are significant resources for participation, but these are not co-ordinated and consequently there is a 
level of duplication.   Effective sharing of resources requires a “participation map”, mechanisms for sharing 
information, and open dialogue about the different cultures of participation and how this impacts on the activity. There 
is a danger that if participation is done “on the cheap”, it will be done badly.  
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Effective participation needs a clear vision, the ability and resources to deliver participation activities outside of school 
hours, funding and incentives, expertise, and structures through which information can be shared about outcomes, 
and about who is involved with what elements and areas of participation.  It is important to use a variety of media, and 
this may require the development of new skills sets.  It is also important to develop clear outcomes and to use 
participation impact assessment tools.  It was suggested that there should be minimum standards for participation 
work.   

Those engaged with participation  - both professionals and children and young people – need training in participation 
work and empowerment.   

3.  Outcomes: 

The research identified 5 primary outcomes for embedding participation in the development of the Children and 
Young People’s Plan: 

3.1. Achieve  agreement about the definition of participation.  This will form the basis of an action plan for 
embedding participation throughout the Children’s Trust 

3.2. Map participation across the partnership:  this needs to include both “formal” and “informal” participation 
activities, to achieve the maximum input of children and young people’s voices. 

3.3. Gather information about participation in Bristol, with a view to making this publicly available to all stakeholders 
in the delivery of services for children and young people in Bristol.   

3.4. Develop a central resource (e.g. web based resource) to ensure that information about participation is 
accessible and transferrable. 

3.5. Identify mechanisms to channel children and young people’s voices from these participation forums and 
activities into the structures and processes through which the Children’s Plan will be developed and agreed.   
This includes channels for feedback to the children and young people involved. 
 

4.  Conclusion: 

There is a need to acknowledge that the structures and very complex, and this is a challenge for participation 
practice.  For participation to be possible, let alone meaningful, it is important that the focus is specific, and the 
outcomes that are sought from children and young people are tangible.   

“If the issue is too abstract, the responses are too abstract.  By being concrete, it is easier to  tap into the 
imagination of children and young people, so their views can be developed.”    

 


