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Acronyms

ACE: Adverse Childhood Experiences

AE: Advocate-Educator

BTP: British Transport Police

CAMHS: Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
Services

CCG: Clinical Commissioning Group

CJS: Criminal Justice System

CPS: Crown Prosecution Service

CSP: Community Safety Partnership

C/YP: Children and Young People

EIA: Education Intervention Adviser

EP: Educational Psychologists

FSW: Family Support Workers

HOCS: Heads of Community Safety

IRIS scheme: Identification and Referral 
Into Services scheme

ISTV: Information Sharing to Tackle Violence (health) 

ISTV: Injury Surveillance to Tackle Violence (data)

KTT: Kitchen Table Talks

LA: Local Authority

LCJB: Local Criminal Justice Board

LSOA: Lower Super Output Areas

MVP: Mentors in Violence Prevention

NHS LTP: NHS Long Term Plan

NHSE/I: NHS England/Improvement

NPUs: Neighbourhood Policing Units

ONS: Office for National Statistics

OPCC: Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner

PHE: Public Health England

PRUs: Pupil Referral Units

ROCU: Regional Organised Crime Unit

SAVI: Smethwick Against Violence Initiative

SLT: Speech and Language Therapists

SDIP: Sports Diversion & Impact Programme

SNA: Strategic Needs Assessment

TSVF: Tackling Serious Violence Forum (Health 
Service)

ToC: Theory of Change

VRU: Violence Reduction Unit

WEMH: Wood End and Moat House (Coventry)

WMISS: West Midlands Injury Surveillance System

WMCA: West Midlands Combined Authority

WMP: West Midlands Police

YOSs: Youth Offending Services

YOTs: Youth Offending Teams

YJB: Youth Justice Board

Terminology

The Force: West Midlands Police

Community of Practice: A group of who share a 
concern and learn how to tackle, prevent and disrupt 
it as through regular communication

Task and Finish group: A time limited group set up 
as an action sub group of a larger committee the 
aim of a delivering a specified objective
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FOREWORD

FOREWORD
The introduction of the Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) in October 2019 has been a huge benefit 
to the West Midlands. After years of austerity and cuts to both police numbers and local services, 
I am of the belief that the Violence Reduction Unit can be a real force for good. This initiative 
was set up in response to rising knife crime, which has more than doubled since 2012 from 1,566 
incidents to 3,579 by the end of 2019. It is the first time, in recent history, that the public sector 
has come together, on this scale, to address and reduce violence in our region in this way.

The Coronavirus pandemic brought with it many challenges and has impacted every aspect of life as we 
knew it. However, despite an extremely turbulent year, I am proud of how the VRU has continued to work in 
partnership to ensure violence reduction remained a priority. 

Sadly there are far too many children living in our area who will go on to commit violent crime. In some cases 
those individuals had all the odds stacked against them from a very young age, whether that was because 
they grew up with exposure to drugs, domestic violence, or extreme poverty. I want the VRU to capitalise on 
protecting and nurturing individuals so they do not choose the wrong road in life. I believe that the continuation 
of this initiative will help our young people stay safe, build resilience and avoid a life of crime. Alongside the 
work of the VRU I will, of course, continue to oversee and scrutinise the robust policing that takes place at West 
Midlands Police and ensure the people of our region are kept safe.

We may be entering a difficult period of time as the effects of a further lockdown, school closures, furlough 
ending and unemployment start to be felt on a much wider scale. However, it highlights how it is now more 
important than ever to continue the excellent partnership model we have developed over the past year.  
Despite these challenging times, I am also hopeful that 2021 will provide us with some much needed optimism. 
With a vaccine already being rolled out, there is definitely light at the end of the tunnel. 

The positive impact this investment will have on the lives and futures of so many individuals, in particular 
young people, is invaluable. They will be the driving force behind shaping our world post-coronavirus and so 
they must continue to be at the forefront of everything we do. I would like to thank all of the staff in the VRU for 
their hard work and hope to see many more projects come into fruition in the coming months.

David Jamieson

West Midlands Police & Crime Commissioner

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION 
TO THE REPORT 

INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORT 
Without a doubt, COVID-19 has disrupted the lives of children, young people and their families. A 
recent report by the Children’s Society recognises that not only is the pandemic an unprecedented 
public health emergency but it also presents a challenge for society, for those who work in the 
education sector and across the wider economy.  In particular, vulnerable risk factors are likely 
to have been exacerbated as children have been excluded from mainstream systems of support, 
leading to an increased risk of abuse, neglect and worsening health and wellbeing outcomes.

We are launching this report after yet another shocking tragedy engulfs our community. Over the course of 
the last year we have seen too many of our children and young people come to harm; sadly this is often at the 
hands of other children and young people.

Devastatingly, many of our children know the sound of a gunshot, or live in such fear that they make plans 
about how to protect themselves.  This violence is serious.  It casts a wrecking ball through our communities 
and leaves a lasting impact on the people involved at either end of the weapon; on all who care for them; and 
on all who respond.

Many people and organisations are desperate for this violence to stop. No government department, law 
enforcement agency, organisation, community, group or household has the means to achieve this alone. There 
is important work to do together to halt the tide of violence that is being experienced now and to reduce the 
risks of violence in the future.

This report sets out the activity that we have undertaken over the past fourteen months to do just that. The 
VRU is staffed by a small team of specialists from education, health, community engagement, criminal justice, 
sports, and law enforcement.  We are part of a much bigger violence reduction family, involving all of the 
organisations, community providers, and community networks that we work alongside.

The people closest to this issue are key to our work. 200 people have joined stakeholder networks this year in 
the nine geographic communities where we have been working most intensively. Young local people have got 
involved in youth panels to shape our work in those places. They tell us they want to feel safe, and to be safe, 
as they go about their day.

Across our community provider network, many of the people that come alongside, mentor and support 
others to find their way out of cycles of violence have previously been involved in the same sorts of situations 
themselves. They have credibility and relevance in a way that cannot be matched.

The anguish of parents who are fearful for their children’s safety has been clear: supporting families in this 
position is essential.  In our parenting peer support programme, people whose children have got caught up in 
offending behaviour help each other to navigate the complex new situations they are dealing with, and flag 
ways that processes might be improved.

Through the faith alliance, leaders of all faiths are working together and with their communities to create safe 
spaces for all of our young people to thrive.  There have simply been too many funerals already, they say. 
Urgent change is needed. 

Our network of community based sports providers have leapt at the opportunity to ensure that they are better 
equipped for dealing with the difficult realities that the young people they mentor face. They may be the one 
hope, the trusted adult that changes the trajectory for a young person.

Across statutory services too, the need for change resonates loudly. Amid the pandemic pressures, clinicians 
and staff and trusted providers from across the health service have formed a network to do what they can to 
stop so many young people with serious injuries arriving at our A&E departments, and to prevent violence from 
causing long-term health impacts far into the future.

Our law enforcement organisations play an important role in preventing, investigating and detecting violent 
crime, but they also identify a rapid need to turn up the dial on prevention, and to divert young people from 
contexts in which they may be harmed as early as possible. They see the devastating consequences for victims 
and for offenders; as do prosecutors, who have also stepped forward to work with us.
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Our local authorities have embraced opportunities for the VRU to work within their education inclusion teams 
to help keep young people in school, despite the incredibly challenging school landscape this year. Individual 
schools, nurseries and colleges are working with us to enable intensive support and diversionary activity to 
take place.

Community Safety Partnerships, and our Exploitation and abuse boards, bring together a wide range of 
partners – contextual safeguarding leads, adult and children’s services, housing, social care, policing, education, 
health, employability, DWP, and place-based services. They are creating and delivering on local violence 
reduction strategies.

It is clear that an extensive range of different local, regional and national policies need to be interwoven more 
effectively to deliver sustainable change.  Our successes are delivered through the extended VRU family. 
This report details our progress in influencing change across a range of different systems, outlined under the 
following headings:

• Governance and partnership structures

• Supporting places (our localities based work)

• Trauma informed practice

• Criminal Justice 

• Tackling Exploitation

• Health

• Sports

I hope you share our pride in the foundations that are now in place. I also hope that you recognise the urgency 
with which we must act to reduce the risks of violence and exploitation even further.  There is a role for each 
one of us to play in order to deliver on our shared ambition that violence is preventable, and not inevitable. 

Clare Gollop

Violence Reduction Unit Director
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AND 
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GOVERNANCE AND PARTNERSHIPS 
VRU Model and Employment Structure
The VRU team celebrates the diversity of the region in terms of their lived experience, professional 
backgrounds, ethnicity and experience of life. Staff have joined the unit from roles in Youth Offending Services, 
National and Local Charities, Policing, Police and Crime Commissioner Offices and Local Authorities.

The unit is hosted within the Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner (OPCC). Staff have been seconded 
from a diverse range of organisations or have been directly employed through the OPCC. Over the course of this 
year, fewer organisations have been in a position to continue secondment arrangements and as a result, more of 
our staff have moved onto fixed term contracts.  This has enabled us to retain skilled and valued members of the 
team but limits sustainability in that partner organisations do not have roles that are integrated into the VRU.

In general, roles which are ring-fenced to work within the VRU are not yet built into partners’ longer term 
workforce planning, with the exception of West Midlands Police (WMP).

Embedded staff:  West Midlands Police – 2 x Chief Inspector; 1 x Inspector; 1 x Sergeant.

The Force (West Midlands Police) have embedded two police officers within the VRU (at strategic and 
tactical levels) at zero-cost to the unit. In Quarter 4 this has increased to 4 officers who will have a significant 
commitment to the unit and who will help to integrate the VRU with the force’s response to serious violence.

Secondments or similar cross-agency arrangements include the following:

 + Senior Analyst - West Midlands Combined Authority

 + Health Project Manager - Public Health England

 + Sports Policy Officer – Streetgames

 + Criminal Justice Lead – Sandwell Children’s Trust

 + Trauma Informed Leads - Barnardo’s

Public Health Registrars:

The Unit has been accredited as a training centre for public health registrars. We currently have two trainee 
registrars placed with us for 12 months. They add huge value by providing additional research capacity, refining 
our evaluation activity and developing our health-based networks. This approach also builds a legacy as these 
members of our team will carry forward the VRU ethos into later placements within the wider public health sector.

Involving partners in staff selection

Where feasible, we have included partners in selecting the VRU team. The selection process for the VRU Director 
included WMP, OPCC, and Public Health England executives, alongside a community panel which was made 
up of a wide range of stakeholders.  Community safety teams and education inclusion teams helped us to select 

the education intervention advisers and the community navigators. Job 
descriptions for both roles were subject to widespread consultation.

The VRU structure was adapted at the close of 19/20. A range of 
formal and informal partnership working arrangements had been 

due to finish at the end of the financial year.  Restructuring helped 
us to develop increased clarity about job descriptions; employment 

responsibilities; pay grades; and to reduce the dependency on 
consultants. These issues were a direct result of the short-term 

funding and pace of the VRU’s first 6 months. The restructure 
enabled the unit to operate more effectively as it grew, 

reducing internal silos and increasing 
our local footprint. This provided 

much needed flexibility and 
resilience for the challenges 20/21 

delivered.
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The VRU covers a complex region with 7 Local Authorities (LAs) in addition to the West Midlands Combined 
Authority, 2 children’s trusts; 1 police force; 1 ambulance trust, 6 CCGs and 7 NHS trusts. 

A number of these also have footprints beyond the VRU’s area and / or work as part of a wider midlands 
network also covering Herefordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Telford & Wrekin, Warwickshire, and 
Worcestershire. Whilst we fund interventions in the wider region through our Home Office grant, we are keen 
to share knowledge, products and approaches in order to promote violence reduction activity. 

Within the unit we have the following types of roles:

 + enabling functions that support the Unit to operate effectively: analysis; programme management; 
business support; commissioning and evaluation

 + specialist support for thematic areas - providing advice, coordination and the delivery of activity for 
thematic areas such as education, health, sports, the criminal justice system and tackling exploitation and 
abuse

 + support aligned to local areas – staff embedded within community safety teams (community navigators) 
and local authority education inclusion teams (education intervention advisers) to coordinate and support 
the delivery of local violence reduction activity

Governance and accountability 
The VRU’s most senior board is currently the Executive Group. During 20/21 the Executive Group has grown 
from the initial group of key partners who secured initial funding and oversaw the practical establishment of 
the VRU (Birmingham City Council on behalf of the seven LA’s, Birmingham & Solihull CCG on behalf of the 
region’s 3 CCG’s, Public Health England, West Midlands Combined Authority, West Midlands OPCC, West 
Midlands Police to a broader membership who have championed and supported the unit’s activity.

The executive group now includes senior representatives from:

 + Birmingham City Council

 + Birmingham & Solihull CCG

 + Coventry & Warwickshire CCG

 + Department for Education

 + Public Health England

 + NHS England and NHS Improvement

 + Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner

 + Regional Schools Commissioner

 + Sandwell Children’s Trust – Youth Offending Services 

 + Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council

 + West Midlands Combined Authority

 + West Midlands Police

 + West Midlands VRU

 + Wolverhampton City Council

The intention has been for some members such as CCGs and LAs, to represent all CCGs and all LAs from 
across the region and similarly for some members (such as Director of Public Health) to provide connectivity to 
their peers across the region. 

The chairs of other advisory groups for the VRU are also integrated into the executive group: 

 + Chair, West Midlands Strategic Sports Violence Reduction Partnership

 + Chair, WMVRU Education Steering Group

 + Representative of regional Heads of Community Safety Group

 + Chair, NHS Tackling Serious Violence Forum

The group has come together regularly to provide advice to the Director and to the OPCC; to develop a 
shared understanding of the unit’s purpose and activity; to champion the unit and help remove barriers; and 
to progress the large number of legacy projects and activity that were brought into the VRU from earlier 
partnership working arrangements.  

The group has met in three quarterly forums: 

Governance and Oversight: chaired by the Deputy Chief Executive of the Office of the Police and Crime 
Commissioner, this has received updates about the progress of work streams and key risks to the programme. 

Data, Evaluation and Impact: chaired by Public Health England and Director of Public Health City of 
Wolverhampton Council, this has supported the development of the Strategic Needs Assessment; reviewed 
impact information and data about commissioned interventions; and championed issues like access to 
Information Sharing to Tackle Violence (ISTV) data.

PHE Consultant

PHE Registrar

PHE Registrar

Programme 
Manager

VRU 
DIRECTOR

Communication 
and 

Engagement 
Officer

Performance 
Analyst

Exploitation 
Intervention 

Adviser

Sports & Positive 
Activities 

Intervention 
Adviser

Project Health 
Manager

Criminal Justice 
Specialist

Criminal Justice 
Specialist

Police Strategic 
Liaison

Police Tactical 
Liaison

Education 
Strategic 
Manager

Education 
Delivery 
Manager

Birmingham 
x2 Education 
Intervention 

Adviser

Coventry 
Education 

Intervention 
Adviser

Solihull 
Education 

Intervention 
Adviser

Commissioning Officer

Wolverhampton 
Education 

Intervention 
Adviser

BST Admin Support

Funded but not line 
managed with VRU

Sandwell 
Education 

Intervention 
Adviser

Dudley 
Education 

Intervention 
Adviser

Senior Analyst

Analyst

Analyst

ACES Trainer

ACES Trainer

Localities 
Manager

Birmingham 
East Navigator

Birmingham 
West Navigator

Coventry 
Navigator

Solihull 
Navigator

Wolverhampton 
Navigator

Education 
Intervention 

Adviser / 
Navigator 
Walsall

Sandwell 
Navigator

Dudley 
Navigator
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The Gangs and Violence Commission

The Gangs and Violence Commission was established by the OPCC in 2016, in response to a rise of serious 
violence incidents in Birmingham that year. The Commission bought together partners from the local 
community, faith groups, public health colleagues, Birmingham Youth Offending Service, charities and many 
others to develop a set of co-produced, co-owned recommendations for the region on how best to tackle gangs 
and serious youth violence.  A link to the full report can be found here: www.westmidlands-pcc.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/Gangs-and-Violence-Commission-Summary-Report.pdf?x19811

A number of the Commission’s recommendations have either been delivered or have influenced continued 
ways of working for the VRU. Others have been continued or expanded on via current VRU activity, such as the 
pioneering Resettlement programme (see pg. 46) and the emphasis on working in a localised way, engaging 
communities and key stakeholders at every stage of policy development. This piece of work has since received 
Home Office recognition in October 2019, as an example of best practice in achieving a community-informed, 
community-led approach to tackling serious violence: 
www.gov.uk/government/publications/preventing-serious-violence-a-multi-agency-approach)

A review of the Commission’s progress during 2018-2020 is being completed. This report is due for publication 
in the Spring and will inform both the VRU’s work and the development of our regional strategy.

The report was launched at Aston Villa Football Club in 2017. You can watch a summary of the event here: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=C_5uJexCU4g&feature=youtu.be

A number of other reviews are also underway, including work with the Children’s Society to review multi-
agency responses to exploitation in Birmingham and the further development of all 7 community safety 
partnership strategies for violence reduction.

Youth Voice Workshops: chaired by Chief Executive of Walsall Metropolitan Borough Council, this has provided 
space and a framework for organisations to consider how to increase meaningful engagement and response to 
young people (a theme selected by the executive group).

Challenges and successes

Practical challenges for the establishment of the executive group during 20/21 have included ensuring 
consistency of intent and progress in the context of a changing membership. Ongoing transformation amongst 
many organisations, alongside the additional commitments of many group members in light of the pandemic 
has impacted on capacity to be actively involved.  

We have not always achieved effective briefing out from the group meetings into the organisations, 
geographies or peer networks that are represented. The extent to which the VRU is able to influence 
transformation and investment within partner organisations, particularly those operating on longer or different 
business planning cycles has been limited. Many of the capacity, continuity and collaboration challenges are 
linked to the pandemic context and the pace of activity within a time constrained delivery year.

Key successes include the expansion of the board and the collaborative activity that has resulted from working 
with new partners – for example fostering increased connectivity with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) 
and the Regional Schools Commissioner. Both CPS and West Midlands Police have consulted with the VRU 
on internal changes.  The recently established NHS Tackling Serious Violence Forum offers an opportunity to 
improve engagement and collaboration across a very complex health landscape. The unit has successfully 
fostered collaborations that have been externally funded, such as the Youth Justice Board serious youth 
violence pathfinder project. Above all though, the successes of the board can be seen clearly in the distance the 
unit has travelled during the course of this year, as outlined across the breadth of this report. 

The executive group have recently agreed to reframe the board’s purpose, to focus on the development and 
delivery of an overarching regional strategy for violence reduction and to create a terms of reference that 
clarifies the types of decisions that should be brought to the board for multi-agency approval.

Advisory Boards, Forums, and networks

The following regional boards and forums have enabled partners and practitioners to influence their direction 
but also identify collaboration opportunities and to share learning.  Each bring together a broad cohort of 
representatives from across the West Midlands, facilitated by the VRU. 

 + Strategic Sports Violence Reduction Partnership (see p. 77)

 + VRU Education Steering Group (see p. 53)

 + NHS Tacking Serious Violence Forum (see p. 71)

 + Faith Alliance (see p. 18)

 + Guardian Steering Group and WMP Force Tasking (see p. 41)

 + Tackling Exploitation and Abuse Boards (see p. 61)

 + Strategic Exploitation Interface Board

Over the coming year we have an ambition to build on our connectivity with areas such as the Health and 
Wellbeing Boards, Local Safeguarding Partnerships, Victims Commission, Local and Combined Authority 
forums, and with elected members at all levels to ensure we are working with influential boards, forums and 
individuals across the region.

NHS Tackling Serious Violence 
Forum Faith Alliance

VRU Education Steering Group WMP Force Tasking Process

Strategic Sports Violence Reduction 
Partnership WM Local Criminal Justice Board

Youth Offending Service Boards

WM Heads of Community Safety

Local Community Safety Partnerships 
/ Violence & Exploitation Boards

Detached Youth Provider Forums Youth Voice Forums

Steering Groups in each 
place-based pilot

Tackling Exploitation and Abuse 
Boards
• Domestic Abuse
• Sexual Abuse
• Criminal Exploitation & Missing
• Modern Slavery

PCC/VRU Director Meetings

Quarterly:
Oversight 
& strategic 
partnership
OPCC Chair

Quarterly:
Sustainability 
& impact of 
interventions
PH Chair

Quarterly:
Systems 
change 
workshops: 
youth voice
LA Chair

Quarterly:
VRU workstream 
progress & alignment

Quarterly:
Commissioned 
interventions review

Weekly with formal review: 
people, projects, progress, risks

VRU Executive Group

VRU Programme Board

VRU SMT

Reachable 
Moments 

Steering Group

Evaluation 
Steering 
Group

County Lines 
Steering 
Group

HR 
Steering 
Group

KEY:

VRU Facilitated Meetings

Standing Meetings 
Attended by the VRU

Internal VRU Meetings

T&F Thematic Groups as Needed 
(membership beyond VRU core team as required)

Government and Oversight Arrangements 2020/2021

http://www.westmidlands-pcc.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Gangs-and-Violence-Commission-Summary-Report.pdf?x19811
http://www.westmidlands-pcc.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Gangs-and-Violence-Commission-Summary-Report.pdf?x19811
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/preventing-serious-violence-a-multi-agency-approach)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C_5uJexCU4g&feature=youtu.be
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VRU – Internal Accountability and Decision Making 

The VRU Director is accountable to the Police and Crime Commissioner and reports to the Deputy Chief 
Executive of the OPCC.  The Police and Crime Commissioner provides public updates about the VRU to the 
Strategic Police and Crime Board and to the Police and Crime Panel.

Other VRU Executive members are invited to engage with the VRU Director to inform decision making and 
have provided wise counsel throughout the course of the year. High level decisions on budget and direction of 
the VRU are made by the Police and Crime Commissioner informed by recommendations from the Director.

On a day to day basis, most decisions within the envelopes agreed with the Police and Crime Commissioner are 
made by the Director. Where these involve recruitment they are subject to review by the OPCC HR Governance 
Group. Communications activity is subject to sign off by the OPCC Head of Communications. The allocation of 
additional grants, such as the Winter Contingency fund are considered by a panel involving the VRU and OPCC 
staff and are signed off by the Police and Crime Commissioner.

The VRU Director’s recommendations and decisions are informed by proposals made by staff across the unit 
or by partners. These proposals are formally reviewed by the VRU’s Senior Management Team. This review 
stage includes probing the extent to which partners have been engaged with the proposals and seeking 
opportunities for co-production.

Delivery plans for each thematic area are developed by the project leads in consultation with stakeholders in 
their sector, including via relevant multi-agency boards – for example the Criminal Exploitation and Missing 
Board.  These are then agreed by the SMT with due regard to the conditions of the grant.

The Director formally reviews progress against these plans and options for synergy between different themes 
in a quarterly VRU programme board.  Partners have recently been invited to participate in this forum.  Where 
risks are identified, these are reviewed more frequently and escalated to the OPCC and/or pertinent members 
of the Executive Group. A report from the programme board is shared with the executive group.

Periodic updates about the progress of pertinent work-streams are provided to the forums above, alongside 
other multi-agency forums that the VRU participates in, such as the Local Criminal Justice Board (LCJB), the 
Heads of Community Safety (HOCS) and on request, other local authority boards.

Local accountability 

In each local authority, we have established a local stakeholder network in the place-based pilot areas. This 
network brings together a range of stakeholders including practitioners, service providers, residents and others 
around violence prevention and reduction. These networks are coordinated and supported by the VRU, but 
most credit for their success must rest with the local members who are committed to bringing about change 
in their own communities. We are excited to be working with these networks to launch community champion 
networks in some of our pilots this spring.

The groups have been key to the development of the place-based pilot proposals and are the starting point for 
the VRU’s decision making in the local area. Once the place-based projects are approved, funding for the place 
based projects is often devolved to an organisation based in the place or to the local authority. In the absence 
of this being an option, the VRU hold the place based grant on behalf of the group.

These networks are connected to their local Community Safety Partnership (CSP) through the community 
navigator.  In most cases, there are subgroups of the CSP that focus specifically on reducing violence and 
exploitation. These forums agree the place-based working proposals and actively support their progress. This 
is where the VRU comes together with a wider range of local services, such as housing representatives, local 
policing teams, community representatives and a range of other support services.

Our VRU community navigator connects the work of the wider Unit with the priority issues for their local 
authority through the CSP. Where we are delivering an intervention across a number of areas, such as our 
Sports Diversion and Impact Programme, the local CSP acts as a gateway and a champion for the local 
implementation.  Our partnership with CSPs has been key to delivering successful, nimble, and relevant 
responses to the challenging context of 2020.

In a similar way, our VRU Education Intervention Advisers are being integrated into the local authorities’ 
inclusion teams and decision making structures.  They participate on behalf of the Unit in Police and School 
Panels and other locally convened forums around issues such as inclusion and wellbeing.

The Wider VRU partnership 

There are a huge number of stakeholders with an interest in the VRU who we are aware would welcome more 
active involvement with the unit.   In 19/20 the VRU partnership board attracted more than 80 members and 
had this forum been able to meet this year, it would have increased significantly, given that over 200 people are 
part of the VRU’s advisory boards and strategic networks alone.  During 21/22 we aim to increase our online 
engagement with a broader range of partners and to find innovative ways to involve all who would like to be 
engaged in this space.

Youth Map

In 2019, the VRU worked with a range of local providers to commission a comprehensive resource for local 
communities and professionals working to support young people. Youth Map aims to map all of those local 
voluntary and community youth support services in the West Midlands, making it easy to find local services 
and activities that support young people. Initial mapping of services took place via a set of 10 locally trusted 
organisations who were well placed to identify and verify services delivered across key hotspots in the West 
Midlands.

Although initially delayed due to COVID-19, the resource was launched in October 2020 and includes in excess 
of 500 organisations on the portal. In creating this portal, we aim to foster effective partnership working 
between local partner’s providers, and the VRU going forward. It is not an exhaustive, nor definitive list of 
all the provision that exists within the West Midlands, but through continued engagement and interaction 
can grow to become a central space where providers, communities and partners alike can readily access 
information on the services available across the region.

Youth Voice

We are keen to focus on championing and facilitating meaningful youth engagement and participation, not 
just within the VRU but across the systems that are integral to violence reduction in the West Midlands. Many 
partners already have one or many ways in which young people are engaged with their organisation, but the 
executive group were keen to explore ways to strengthen this activity. Youth Voice was selected as the VRU’s 
first series of systems change workshops for the Executive Group.

Leaders from the Executive Group have come together to learn from young people and to develop consistent 
and diverse methods for engaging and connecting with them. As a result of this, a Youth Voice Framework is in 
development via a local third-sector provider in the West Midlands, due for completion and piloting by March 
2021.

Within each local violence prevention network there is a space for young people to get involved in 
conversations and help to shape the way services are developed and delivered via regular youth forums and 
engagement activities.

Our sports network have incorporated youth voice and consultation activities into their work. The insight 
shared by young people through the sports programme is articulated on page 80.

During the course of the year we have helped facilitate regional conversations, including a discussion between 
young people and the Police and Crime Commissioner in the aftermath of the protests linked to the Black Lives 
Matter movement.  We have brokered opportunities for young people to engage with Ministers and senior civil 
servants.   We are keen to develop our own communications and engagement activity with young people and 
to continue to support them to have access to influential decision makers. 

Interaction with Surge Funded police resources to tackle violence: Project Guardian

VRUs have been established to support one stream of the government’s Serious Violence Strategy.  During 
20/21 the Home Office also invested in “Surge Funding’ for police forces in the same areas as the VRUs 
covered. Surge funding was intended to boost investigative and police intervention efforts to manage violent 
hotspots.
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West Midlands Police have used surge funding to create ‘Project Guardian’: a task force, an investigative 
response aimed at tackling serious violence and an intelligence function. The VRU has worked with the 
Force to help shape the way in which Project Guardian operates, reinforcing a problem-solving response and 
connecting the increased visible policing presence with our longer term prevention activity.

Two officers from Project Guardian have been embedded within the Unit and we are now involved in regular 
steering groups and oversight functions for Project Guardian.  We have taken steps to integrate the two 
streams, whilst also recognising our very different remits and responsibilities.

Our goal is to ensure police action is as preventative as it can be, whilst acknowledging the need to deliver 
tactical response, incident management and enforcement activity. Further information on our work with the 
force can be found on page 41.

The Faith Alliance

Building on the foundation of the Gangs and Violence Commission in 
Birmingham, we have facilitated a collective of faith and community 
leaders, grass root organisations, local authorities and the business 
community to form a Faith Alliance.

The Faith Alliance is committed to creating meaningful and lasting 
relationships to prevent and reduce violence in communities. The 
Alliance works in partnership with the VRU and others, offering the 
capacity for community-led, community-informed and community-
facilitated interventions by applying: spiritual, moral and ethical 
approaches towards preventing violence, and creating nurturing, 
resilient communities.

A number of discussions have been hosted this year, focused around 
an exploration of theological perspectives and approaches and how 
they interrelate with a public health approach framework, towards 
addressing violence.

During the pandemic, the Alliance became a conduit to disseminate 
and share information with the Force and with West Midlands Combined 
Authority (WMCA), supporting the COVID frontline faith network within communities.

The incredible role that faith communities have played during the pandemic has limited to some extent their 
capacity to engage as fully in the violence reduction agenda as they would wish.  Despite this, we have worked 
together to adapt trauma-informed training to create ACE (Adverse Childhood Experiences) awareness 
packages bespoke to faith organisations and a domestic violence pilot has been launched at Green Lane 
Masjid.

A Partnership Perspective
Executive Group members

“Locally to Birmingham, the Council utilising its role as host and facilitator of the Birmingham Community 
Safety Partnership works closely with the VRU, across the BCSP’s three priority themes; Place, Victims and 
Vulnerability, and Violence and Offending to reduce violence in the city.  The VRU play a key role on the 
BCSP Strategic Gangs, Violence and Serious Organised Crime Board, which is a multi-agency partnership 
working on critical areas of business to put in place interventions to disrupt gangs, serious violence and 
organised criminality, as well as identifying measures to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, 
young people, and vulnerable adults.

The BCSP through its Strategic Gangs, Violence and Serious Organised Crime Board will continue to work 
with the VRU and other key partners to identify prevention and early Intervention measures to support 
young people who may become disengaged due to trauma they have experienced.

An example of this is the VRU place based pilot programmes in the key impact areas of Lozells where the 
local violence prevention and reduction partnership continues to develop, alongside programmes of support 
such as through the trauma informed training in early years and school settings and awareness raising 
around Serious and Organised Crime.

Whilst in Kings Norton the Community Navigator and the BCSP Local Partnership Delivery Group continue 
to work with the Three Estates Provider network to join up planning and delivery to raise awareness of 
vulnerability, increase joined up interventions and support, increase targeted youth mentoring support for 
vulnerable young residents to address violence and vulnerability.”

Waqar Ahmed, Assistant Director for Community Safety and Resilience, 
Birmingham City Council.

“We work very closely with the Violence Reduction Unit, and have adjusted our response to violence to get 
the maximum benefit from the relationship. The work that they are leading has been first class, and despite 
the limitations that Covid has placed on the partnership arena they have produced some excellent results.

As we emerge from this difficult year, the projects that the VRU have established will flourish and I am very 
confident that we will see significant benefits achieved as a result.”

Mark Payne, Assistant Chief Constable - Local Policing, Force Executive Team.

“As the NHS England and NHS Improvement Midlands Safeguarding team we have had positive 
involvement working collegiately with our three Violence Reductions Units (VRUs) within the Midlands 
region, for the benefit of the citizens in our communities. We have built strong working relationships with 
our VRUs aiming to develop a consistent approach to Tackling Serious Violence (TSV) and reducing harm 
through the development of our TSV Forums and VRU health connections groups. 

As a safeguarding team we have developed a framework to work with our VRUs to integrate serious 
violence into child and adult safeguarding systems, by collaborating with our Clinical Commissioning Groups 
(CCGs) & local NHS providers to create a regional network which enables rapid sharing of good practice 
whilst supporting local variation and solutions.”

Joanne Harrison, Assistant Director For Safeguarding & SEND, 
NHS England and NHS Improvement Midlands

“The VRU has been a champion of implementation of public health approach to violence prevention and 
it is playing a role in developing a shared approach to violence prevention across the public sector from 
Education, Health and Care and the Justice system with Voluntary, Community, Social Enterprise and 
private sector partners.”

Sue Ibbotson, Regional Director PHE Midlands 
and Regional Director of Public Health NHS Midlands.
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A Partnership Perspective
Providers

“The WM VRU has and continues to be extremely supportive to our work across the region. We have been 
able to support the development of new initiatives that fit with the VRU aims and objectives and we feel as 
if our input and voice is heard from management level to front line caseworkers.  As our biggest funder in 
the region, we really appreciate the continued support and trust they have in our projects to work with the 
most vulnerable members of society.

The VRU have also been a very helpful partner for the Home Office funded County Lines Support Service 
we’re delivering.  Without the support of the VRU and their Exploitation lead our service wouldn’t have 
been able to embed into the region so successfully. This was down to their excellent relationships and 
commitment to support St Giles in launching and developing the service with key partner agencies.”

St Giles Trust.

“Since being commissioned to undertake our Young Adult Resettlement Project, we have experienced joys, 
successes and some challenges. These relate to our work, supporting young adults, ages 18-30yrs old 
and their families, who are involved or at risk of involvement in activities, lifestyle choices and behaviours 
( criminality, serious violence, use of weapons and negative group affiliations), that causes harm to 
themselves, others or local communities.

Of the 39 cases we have been involved with over the past 7 months, 98% of the young people we have 
engaged, demonstrated that, they understand the impact of negative attitudes, thinking and behaviours, 
on self, family and the community. Based on this, and whilst all, remain ‘works in progress’, they have 
responded to our interventions (one-to-one wrap around and trauma informed support, mixed methods).”

Bringing Hope.

“Our experience of the VRU has been positive and we have experienced the VRU’s approach to be inclusive 
and informed. The gangs and VR cluster manager had the opportunity to attend an evaluation meeting in 
October 2020 and was given the opportunity to share with the VRU how we as services measure impact 
and achieve objectives providing evidence of what works and what has been learnt.

This meeting evidenced the VRU’s approach of wanting to work with projects to provide support and 
develop a shared approach to evaluation that in the long term will be of benefit to projects and service 
providers. The VRU have kept us updated with their funding and commissioning plans and have given us 
the opportunity to ask questions.”

Catch 22 Justice.



23

BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONSVRU ANNUAL REPORT

22

Available at: westmidlands-vru.org/data-insights/strategic-needs-assessment/
An Introduction to the SNA

The Strategic Needs Assessment is a key product in guiding the direction of the VRU and assessing risk in the 
region. The SNA sets out the public health approach and brings together data such as crime types, locations, 
violence hot spots, and population data that highlights factors linked to both the extent, patterns and risks of 
violence. The analysis of this data is the starting point for our understanding of where and how to best address 
the problems most affecting the region.

We use a range of publicly available and restricted data to inform analysis of the prevalence and risk of 
violence in the region. This includes data on population, demographics, inequalities, deprivation and education 
data such as school exclusions and pupil characteristics. We also use data on crime rates from the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) as well as data on health inequalities and hospital admissions from Public Health 
England. We also have access to granular data on recorded crime from the Force.

The open data is largely of good quality as is the Force’s data but we recognise there are limitations that lead 
to under reporting of crimes, or inability to access some services which may skew the data. As a result we are 
committed to testing the hypothesis the data presents.

Information Sharing to Tackle Violence Data

Information Sharing to Tackle Violence Data (ISTV) records the number of people that visit the Accident and 
Emergency departments in hospitals for treatment for violence and assault. This anonymised data is a valuable 
tool for understanding at scale the types of injuries that are occurring within the area. 

Not all A&E departments currently share data or it is incomplete, resulting in low quality results and analysis. 
Differences in methods of collecting data across organisations makes it difficult to track and measure the 
different types of data obtained.

On top of this, the workloads, change of staff and the impact of COVID-19 on our health partners have all 
presented challenges to resolving the issues above. An evaluation of the system has been completed and 
identifies some opportunities for improvement. 

This is a priority area in which the VRU is seeking to work closely with health partners to resolve over the next 
year and forms one of the key recommendations in the latest Strategic Needs Assessment.

Informing Our Work

The SNA has been able to highlight a number of things that were not previously visible or understood. For 
example, the 19/20 and 20/21 initial place-based pilots supported by the West Midlands VRU were largely 
commissioned using evidence from partners and the Force which included deprivation and inequalities, but also 
non-violent crime types.

Further investigation and analysis in the SNA, particularly around known risk factors, has highlighted higher 
and equivalent risk in other neighbourhoods that had not featured in the initial process.  A focus for the coming 
year will be to understand what work is already happening in those places, and it is likely that additional 
geographic areas for the VRU’s prevention work may emerge to fill any gaps.

The 2021 SNA uses additional data such as mental health indicators to broaden and improve our insight. This 
has deepened our understanding about the risks of violence and how it can be prevented. The SNA helps us to 
identify populations and areas for impactful prevention and intervention work, for example community hubs or 
primary schools.

Research has shown that pupils with additional social, emotional and mental health needs are more likely to 
be excluded from school which may increase their risk of involvement in criminality, exploitation and violence. 

BUILDING 
STRONG 
FOUNDATIONS:
Development of the 
Strategic Needs Assessment (SNA)

BUILDING STRONG FOUNDATIONS: 
Development of the Strategic Needs Assessment (SNA)

http://westmidlands-vru.org/data-insights/strategic-needs-assessment/
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Developing our Theory of Change

Our Theory of Change has evolved over the course of the year. We have begun to build trust with and to 
connect more closely with communities affected by violence and with practitioners across a wide range of 
organisations.  They have shared with us the ways in which they hope the VRU can help them to bring about 
lasting change.

The VRU is dedicated to preventing violence from occurring in the first instance and therefore data which helps 
identify which schools and areas are dealing with higher rates of complexity linked to such issues allows us to 
direct resources and activity.

The SNA is focused on assessing data about risks of violence that comes from organisations beyond the 
criminal justice sector - health, education and population data in particular. There are well-established 
correlations between levels of violence in an area and inequalities such as child poverty and deprivation. We 
intend that future iterations of the SNA will include investigation of which inequalities are most closely linked to 
violence and the risk of violence in communities.

The VRU is keen to share data insights with partners such as community safety partnerships, local authorities, 
and children’s services to ensure a higher rate of awareness about violence patterns and trends across sectors. 
Through developing a shared data picture we hope to promote a collaborative approach when it comes to 
combating the root causes of violence. 

The SNA is designed to be made publicly available via the VRU website, so that others involved in preventing 
violence can benefit.  During 2021 we have also been building an open access web-based version of the SNA; 
once launched, we hope that this will support others to access information to inform commissioning decisions, 
design services, and secure funding.

Theory of Change

What is Theory of Change?

A theory of change (ToC) attempts 
to capture the high level aspirations 
of a change programme so that all 
participants can work towards the 
realisation of that purpose. It articulates:

 + The why of the change vision and the 
values that underpin the required change 
process;

 + The mechanisms and processes of how 
this might be achieved;

 + What activities can contribute to the 
change and;

 + A range of short, medium and long term 
indicators that can be related to the 
impact of the change.

A ToC typically combines a logical 
framework model, often seen as:

 + A tool and methodology to map out the 
logical sequence of an initiative, from 
activities through to the changes it seeks 
to influence;

 + A deeper reflective process: a mapping 
and a dialogue-based analysis of values, 
worldviews and philosophies of change 
that make more explicit the underlying 
assumptions of how and why change 
might happen as an outcome of the 
initiative

We have sought to both capture those ambitions within the Theory of Change and to structure the unit in a 
way which enables us to deliver on those expectations. As the structure of the VRU has stabilised, with higher 
levels of resource that are supporting system change, our ambition has increased.

This first published iteration was developed through a series of workshops with partners, providers, and VRU 
staff, with some of these sessions facilitated by the University of Wolverhampton. This approach has enabled 
numerous stakeholders to help shape this description of the VRU’s direction.

Inevitably, there are more people to consult and engage with over the coming year, and a number of 
ongoing reviews that may help us to further refine our activity. We hope that this forms the starting point for 
conversations and the foundation from which to develop a violence reduction strategy for the region.

We recognise the need to make this more accessible to the wide range of audiences, and diverse range of ages 
and first languages of those who are involved in the VRU’s work.

Interventions funded by the VRU 
The 20/21 VRU received the same amount of funding for a year’s delivery as had been invested in its first, 
part-year period of operating. Informed by the 19/20 strategic needs assessment and the executive group’s 
understanding of the context; the unit funded the following interventions during 20/21, some of which were 
legacy projects begun by earlier violence prevention partnerships.
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IRIS  
(see p. 72)

Birmingham and 
Solihull Women’s Aid

A national evidence based programme which helps 
upskill GPs in identifying the signs of domestic violence 

amongst their patient groups and make appropriate 
referrals to advice and support.

Partnership 
Engagement 

in Schools 
(see p. 53)

Various
Locally co-produced offers with the education sector 

to support young people at risk and offer services, 
information and guidance to education staff.

Place Based Pilots 
(see p. 30) Various

A Place-based approach to violence, that places 
sustainability, co-production and effective targeting of 

resources at heart of the approach.

Resettlement 
(see p. 46)

Bringing Hope

Phoenix United

Catch 22

St Giles

A targeted re-settlement and support service for 
young people (aged up to 18) and younger adults 
(18-30) identified as either gang members or who 

are associated with serious violence and criminality, 
resettling in the community from custody or recently 

having been released from the secure estate.

Sports and 
Positive Activities 

(see p. 76)
Various

A sustainable programme of positive activities, building 
capacity to ensure that locally trusted organisations 

are delivering against consistent and specific outcomes 
relating to violence and harm reduction.

Teachable 
Moments Hospital 

(see p. 73)

Redthread, 
St Giles

A secondary public health intervention. This project 
embeds youth workers into the main major trauma 
centres across the West Midlands, allowing them to 

intervene at a moment of intense crisis.

Teachable 
Moments Hospital 
(BWCH Violence 
and Exploitation 

Project) 
(see p. 73)

Birmingham Women 
and Children’s 

Hospital

Providing a dedicated Youth Worker and Independent 
Domestic Violence Advocate within an acute hospital 

setting.

Teachable 
moments in 

custody 
(see p. 47)

St Giles

Provision of specialist youth workers in Coventry Police 
custody to support people under 25 who are affected 
by criminal activities, gangs, carrying weapons and 

violence, during the ‘reachable moment’.

Trauma 
Informed 
Practice 

(see p. 36)

Barnardo’s

This intervention aims to change the way in which local 
authorities deliver their services in line with trauma 

informed approaches. Activities include train-the trainer 
sessions to frontline practitioners as well as providing 

advice and guidance.
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An Introduction to the VRU’s Thematic Areas
We have identified several key areas of focus and activity, each contributing to the main mission of reducing 
violence across the region.  We were able to draw on existing partnership activity and research mapping during 
19/20 to identify the areas of focus for 20/21.

There are five regional thematic areas which represent systems and groups of stakeholders that the VRU can 
work together with: the Criminal Justice System, Education, Exploitation and Abuse, Health Services and the 
Sporting Community.

In addition, there are two overarching thematic areas that are about making sure all systems and stakeholders 
come together effectively in the geographic communities most affected by violence - Supporting places - and 
that support organisations in the region to become more Trauma Informed.

These latter themes are cross-cutting. They are considerable areas of work in their own right, but they also 
serve to enhance and extend the impact of other VRU interventions and thematic activity.

Supporting Places
Our Localities team aims to support individual communities, to understand local spaces and systems, and to 
offer effective and sustainable responses to violence that are rooted in evidence. We do this by taking a whole 
systems, collaborative and place-based approach.

This approach brings together a range of stakeholders who have a shared goal of preventing and reducing 
violence. The approach is intended to reduce ‘silo-working’, to build trust, to minimise duplication and to 
maximise and share resources. Ultimately we aim to develop sustainable meaningful and robust local 
partnerships that can collaborate authentically with communities.

THEMATIC AREAS AND DELIVERY 

Identifying priority 
locations/places using a 
range of multi-agency 

information/intelligence

Developing 
authentic 

relationships with 
communities that 

ensure decisions are 
made by the people 
who live and work 

there

Understanding strategic 
and operational governance 

arrangements across the 
public sector partnerships 

and key stakeholders in 
order to ensure that any 

placed-based work/activity 
is owned and driven locally

Comprehensive 
mapping to understand 

local systems, 
stakeholders, existing 

projects and 
programmes, assets, 

gaps, opportunities, etc.

Development of whole 
system approaches 

within a place to ensure 
a robust response to 

preventing and 
responding to violence 

and vulnerability

A PLACE-BASED APPROACH
Key stages in developing our place based approach included
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VRU’s Place Based Approach
Place-Based Pilots

Across the West Midlands, 8 pilot projects are now 
operational in areas affected by violence. The projects aim 
to offer bespoke support to the locality, but also to test 
different approaches to violence prevention and reduction 
with the aim of using the learning to scale up successful 
approaches. 5 pilots were established in 19/20, with 1 
shifting focus to a new project in 20/21, and 3 pilots have 
been developed during 20/21 in new areas. 

Delivery Team

The delivery of effective pilot projects across the region 
is supported by a team of Community Navigators who 
have been integrated effectively into Community Safety 
Partnerships (CSPs) across the region. They provide a 
physical presence and consistent representative for the 
VRU in localities. We have placed 1 VRU Community 
Navigator in every local authority area and 2 in 
Birmingham. They support the coordination of our place-
based pilot activity, the development of stakeholder 
networks and provide operational resource for local violence prevention and reduction strategies. 

Stakeholder Networks

We have established stakeholder networks across all of the place based pilots. The networks meet regularly 
and are made up of key local stakeholders, residents and partners. They aim to share information, to problem 
solve, to minimise duplication and to maximise resources. Ultimately the networks have been developed 
to galvanise and coordinate local violence prevention and reduction work, and to ensure that the pilots are 
locally owned. The networks have come together on a broad range of activity this year, from setting up local 
campaigns to surging around communities in the aftermath of incidents of serious violence.

Community Navigators also attend a range of key strategic meetings locally to ensure an effective feedback 
loop between the VRU and localities.

Coventry
The pilot project in Hillfields, based around the Harmony Family Hub, aims to reduce the risk of someone 
engaging in or experiencing violence, and develop and build on the support available for the community. The 
pilot addresses violence prevention and reduction at each key life course stage, and aims to provide the earliest 
possible interventions to reduce the risk of violence later in life.

Activity across the pilot has included:

 + Trauma informed practice training for staff from maternity care, health visiting, nurseries and primary schools.

 + Universal protective behaviours program for children aged between 2 and 5 years in nurseries and 
primary schools.

 + Mentors in violence prevention training for primary schools.

 + Preventative sessions and specialist mentoring in schools.

 + An inter-faith safe space network through the creation of Places of Peace project.

 + Detached youth work, increased provision of youth and family activities and support.

 + Increased police activity and visibility.

 + Young people led counter-narrative campaign “#OurHillfields”.

 + Development of a health champion network through pharmacies.

 + Community training, including first aid and bleed control. 

 + Ambassador training focused on domestic abuse prevention.

 + Employment support and careers advice provision.

 + Community events to bring the area together, including a Peace Campaign in March.

A Community Champions scheme has been developed for local volunteers who would like to support violence 
prevention and reduction initiatives in their area

Objectives 2020-21
1.  Improve the consistency of 

approaches to violence across the 
region, establish an overarching 
annual locality delivery plan, 
supported by 7 local authority 
focused work plans.

2.  Embed a coordinated delivery 
team, integrated effectively into 
the 7 local authorities. 

3.  Identify and maximise 
opportunities to coordinate 
violence prevention and reduction 
activity across the region. 

4.  Increase the consistency of the 
VRU’s work across the region

5.  Develop and test a range of 
violence prevention and reduction 
approaches across the region, 
scaling up successful approaches 
and evaluating cost efficiency and 
social value. 

6.  Support and empower authentic, 
meaningful and long-lasting 
community partnership and co-
production
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Wood End and Moat House (WEMH)

Other communities in Coventry have also experienced high levels of serious youth violence. We are supporting 
work to strengthen existing violence reduction partnerships in Wood End and to commission projects that are 
in keeping with the needs and wishes of the local residents and young people there. A stakeholder network has 
been established and work is now underway on three commissioned projects:

1. Universal Protective Behaviours Program for children aged between 2 and 5 years in nurseries, schools 
and alternative settings

2. Youth-led Domestic Violence prevention campaign

3. Youth-led counter-narrative to violence.

Some Key Highlights from the Place-Based Pilots in Coventry:

 + The local stakeholder network around the pilot in Hillfields has now grown to over 50 members, including 
35 organisations. They meet on a fortnightly basis. The newly established WEMH stakeholder network 
has some 20 members so far

 + Before the pandemic, the early year’s universal protective behaviours programme was working with 80 
children per week, aged 2 to 5 years old, mainly in nursery settings

 + Since the project relaunched in September 2020 the early year’s universal protective behaviours 
programme has worked with 112 children aged 2 to 5 years old.  30 staff in early year’s settings have 
been trained to deliver the programme, ensuring sustainability

 + 274 Year 6 primary school pupils have participated in preventative sessions

 + Detached youth work has engaged with an average of 40 young people a week

 + 850 households were invited to community events before the pandemic

 + Since September, 500 residents have engaged with online activity and intervention

 + A Youth Panel has been established

 + The #OurHillfields film is due to launch to raise awareness of the pilot locally

 + A #OurHillfields short film has been launched to raise awareness of the pilot locally. It can be viewed here: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZilRJdxMc5o

Walsall
The pilot project launched at Walsall College in December 2019, and expanded to Blue Coat CE Academy in 
September 2020. The scheme sees staff and students working together to embed a trauma informed approach 
in education settings. This is designed to offer more support to young people who might be experiencing a 
range of difficulties in their lives.

Activity across the pilot has included:

 + Training to staff and students to enable them to deliver trauma and adversity awareness inside their 
school/college community on an ongoing basis

 + Training to staff and students to deliver Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP) on an ongoing basis

 + The implementation of a wellbeing hub offering a range of local specialist support to individuals affected 
by interpersonal abuse

 + Increased trained mental health first aid capacity that can immediately respond to mental health 
difficulties being experienced by students

 + Counselling

 + Targeted mentoring support for students.

Some Key Highlights from the Place-Based Pilots in Walsall:

 + 860 staff have been trained on trauma informed practice

 + Adversity and trauma awareness sessions have been provided to 4,500 students

 + Young people have been supported to deliver a series of webinars on youth violence and the impact of 
the lockdown. The series received 115 views from local professionals working with young people in a 
range of settings

 + The specialist wellbeing hub has worked with 85 individuals, providing one to one support and counselling.

Lozells
The place based pilot in Lozells is focused on strengthening further the local violence prevention and reduction 
partnership, and developing more opportunities to engage with young people through coordinated primary, 
secondary and tertiary preventative interventions.

Activity across the pilot has included:

 + Detached and outreach youth work

 + Intensive projects working with vulnerable young people

 + Trauma informed workshop sessions for young people and families

 + New activities including sports, music and recording sessions

 + Increased safe spaces for young people to take part in activity

 + Delivery of a Say No to Violence Campaign event

 + Promotion of the Eyes Open campaign to raise awareness of serious and organised crime within the 
community

 + Delivery of Trauma informed training in early years and school settings

 + Development of a consolidated local directory of youth provision

Some Key Highlights from the Place-Based Pilots in Lozells:

 + A local stakeholder network was launched in October 2020 to focus on violence prevention and reduction. 
There are over 20 members of the network currently. The network meets monthly

 + Detached youth workers have engaged with 385 young people

 + Before the pandemic up to 50 young people a week were engaging with the new sports activities

 + Early years settings have received trauma informed practice training

 + 20 staff in youth service settings and 8 community champions received training in County Lines, trauma, 
exploitation and contextual safeguarding

 + 60 people attended sessions to raise awareness of the issues affecting local young people

Three Estates
The pilot project based in Three Estates takes a public health approach to preventing and reducing violence by 
building cohesion and resilience in the community. The stakeholder network now has 20 organisations on board.

The project seeks to develop a whole systems place based approach that mitigates the complex risk factors 
that make violence more likely, and increases presence of protective factors. We are working with providers 
to join up the provision of VRU funded youth work and mentoring to maximise impact and ensure a joint 
approach.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZilRJdxMc5o
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Activity across the pilot has included:

 + Community events

 + Increased provision of detached youth work and activities for young people

 + Specialist employability support for young people

 + Targeted mentoring for local young people

 + Unlocking additional local venues and capacity to enable extension of activities and support for local people

 + Engaging local service providers and agencies in Trauma Informed Practice Training

 + Training and employing local parents as Parent Ambassadors, providing peer support and co-producing 
local responses to tackling violence and vulnerability.

Some Key Highlights from the Place-Based Pilots in Three Estates:

 + A local stakeholder network has been operational since December 2019, takes place fortnightly and 
currently has 16 members

 + Local residents and service providers have engaged in ‘Voices of 3 Estates’ to collaborate in the 
development of the VRUs strategic needs assessment

 + 870 households across Three Estates were invited to community events, 120 attended before the pandemic

 + At the beginning of the lockdown 1,000 households were provided with information on where they could 
gain support if it was needed

 + 91 young people attended a new school holiday program in the area

 + Trauma informed practice workshops have taken place involving local police, fire service and youth 
services

 + Contact made 651 times with young people through detached youth work since September 2020.

New Pilot Activity 2020
We are committed to working with local communities to deliver place-based work in every local authority area. 
Three further pilots have been developed in Sandwell, Dudley and Solihull.

In Wolverhampton the original pilot project was completed in phase 1, and a new place-based project has 
been developed.

All of these pilots launched between October and December 2020 and are in their infancy, however there has 
already been some great progress towards developing robust partnerships around these new initiatives.

In Wolverhampton, the project seeks to work with the community in micro-local areas (LSOA’s) to deliver more 
targeted violence prevention and reduction work. The first area of focus is New Park Village, and initial work 
has sought to address digital inclusion, increasing positive activities for young people and providing outreach 
and detached youth work.

In Sandwell, a specialist partnership has been brought together to consolidate violence prevention and 
reduction work specifically within BAME, newly arrived, refugee, and migrant communities. The Smethwick 
Against Violence Initiative (SAVI) works across Smethwick, with initiatives in the community and in schools.

In Solihull, the pilot seeks to develop local youth related infrastructure, in partnership with Solihull Youth 
Offending Service. The pilot is based in Chelmsley Wood and seeks to increase opportunities for young people 
to engage with positive activities, and to provide intensive, specialist support when they are at risk. The project 
will provide substance misuse prevention work, addressing addiction as a driver for violence.

In Dudley, a ‘Team around the Community’ has been developed to work together and respond to incidents and 
emerging patterns and trends related to violence in St James’ Ward. The stakeholder network already has 35 
members, and the TAC has supported the delivery of an online parenting programme, intensive mentoring for 
young people and workshops to raise awareness and provide support around exploitation.

Navigating through COVID-19

COVID-19 has significantly impacted delivery of the pilot projects this year. During the first lockdown most 
activity was paused, having a negative impact on the communities we were working with. The localities team 
continued to operate the stakeholder networks throughout the first national lockdown which facilitated the 
development, and quick, efficient implementation of phase 2 of the pilots in September 2020.

Without continued contact and relationship building in those pilot areas, re-launching activity this quickly 
would not have been possible as restrictions lifted. The networks also supported community engagement for 
organisations who were involved in the acute response to the pandemic. 

The team has continued to face disruption since September, most notably during the second lockdown in 
November and the most recent national lockdown in December. 

Almost all projects and services were able to adapt their offer quickly to respond to the new restrictions whilst 
providing crucial support to young people, families and communities. For example, youth centres adapted their 
offer to deliver virtual youth clubs. Mentoring organisations offered online sessions and sports providers limited 
group numbers in sporting activities to allow them to continue safely. 

Looking Ahead 

Communities have shown amazing resilience throughout this year in exceptionally difficult circumstances. As 
the first lockdown commenced, many community groups and voluntary organisations took immediate steps to 
support their community and particularly vulnerable people. 

The stakeholder networks played a key role in helping the VRU remain relevant in those areas during the 
lockdown, and provided direct support and offerings to the community at that time. We hope this community 
spirit – and a spirit of trust and collaboration between services and communities – will flourish and that these 
networks will become self-sustaining.

Looking ahead, we are keen to develop more new pilots across the region, testing innovative approaches to 
violence prevention and reduction and responding to areas highlighted within the SNA. The team is focused on 
developing authentic and long lasting community involvement in this work, and building trust with communities 
is key to that vision. As such, future plans for this area of our work will be developed together with the 
communities in the places where we are working.
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The overarching ambition for our trauma informed work this year has been to build momentum and create 
a sustainable strategic commitment to ACE aware and trauma informed working practices within the VRU’s 
locality projects.

ACE awareness refers to an understanding of Adverse Childhood Experiences, what they are, and the ways in 
which they can impact upon individuals across a life course.

Trauma Informed working practices are ways of delivering existing services whilst giving due consideration 
to the possibility that individuals using the services, and those delivering the services may have experienced 
traumatic stress in their lives. It means taking into account how these experiences can impact upon their 
wellbeing and presenting behaviours. It could be described as providing a nurturing and therapeutic 
environment that prioritises the building of supportive relationships to mitigate the impacts of trauma. It is 
critical that organisations working with and for communities understand the importance of strengthening and 
implementing these practices within their own services.

Building upon this commitment, our trauma informed activity this year has predominantly focused on delivering 
training to partners working within our locality areas – communities that suffer disproportionately from violence 
– and to make this training offer sustainable by using a train the trainer model.

The VRU benefits considerably from having two trauma informed leads from Barnado’s embedded within the 
unit. They bring considerable experience and insight to the team and not only lead on this area of work, but 
who also help prompt us to ensure that all of our work within the unit is delivered in as trauma informed a way 
as possible.

ACEs Activity

Our trauma informed leads have worked closely with our Community Navigators, equipping the Navigators 
to be able to deliver the trauma informed and ACE awareness courses within their localities. We have also 
been working to secure interest in ongoing trauma-informed practice from organisations who deliver services 
in the geographical areas of the locality pilot sites. We will continue to support organisations to embed these 
approaches into their organisational culture after the training takes place.

The Navigators have undergone a detailed quality assurance process to ensure training standards are 
maintained and that they are supported to build their own confidence and subject knowledge in delivery. The 
trauma informed leads have a mentoring relationship with the Navigators and there are regular feedback 
sessions to ensure their own delivery is of a high standard. With the VRU’s Education Intervention Advisers 
(EIAs) joining the unit in late autumn 2020, we have begun to repeat this process, increasing the number of 
trauma informed trainers who will be able to work with the education sector. The EIAs are in the process of 
securing interest from schools and alternative settings.

One of our core values within the VRU is taking responsibility for the wellbeing of others and looking after our 
communities. This has been taken into consideration within the training delivery and therefore safeguarding 
structures and practices have been set up. The emotional safety of trainees is discussed at the outset of 
training, giving clear trigger warnings as well as some strategies that trainees can use to keep themselves safe 
and well as they experience the training sessions. A take care symbol is used throughout to alert participants to 
content that may potentially be triggering or re-traumatising.

To assist with making this approach sustainable, three distinct online courses on trauma were written, some of 
which had to be adapted from our original face-to-face delivery into webinars due to the impact of COVID-19. 
Recorded webinars will be hosted on the VRU website and have also been adapted into e-learning offers 
hosted on the digital learning platform for two of our local authority’s safeguarding partnerships.

By working together in this way, Barnardos and the VRU have been able to amplify the impact of the two 
dedicated trauma informed leads, ensure that the training can cover a wide geographical area, and that there 
is a continued relationship with organisations after they have received the training to really embed the practice. 

TRAUMA 
INFORMED 
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“I’ve found the sessions particularly 
informative! It’s made me, as a 
teacher, a parent, a friend, 
to re-evaluate my interaction” “I strongly agree that trauma is 

everyone’s responsibility. Thanks 
for this training, super interesting, 
excellent content.”

“Super interesting....my knowledge 
has expanded and I am definitely 
more aware of ACEs and the 
impacts of trauma. Insightful, 
thanks.”

“Really helpful to begin to 
consider how to bring this into our 
organisation as a whole. Definitely 
a lot to consider and implement.”

An Overview of Delivery

Feedback from the training we have delivered to date has been consistently positive, according to evaluations. 

Training participants are asked to self-report how many individuals they support in an average week. For 
the 478 participants who have received training, representing 47 organisations (accurate as of 19.2.21), the 
cumulative figure stands at 18,039 people. This is a rough indicator of reach into the community for the two 
courses. There is some duplication of individuals trained in both courses. There have also been 95 registrations 
for our courses to be completed as recorded webinars on the VRU website, to give a total figure of 573 
participants representing more than 50 organisations (accurate as of 19.2.21).

More training continues to be booked through the Spring of 2021. The final figure is therefore on course to top 
600 participants through live webinar delivery and 2000 participants when recorded webinars and e-learning 
are included.

Trainees are asked to rate their knowledge and their understanding on 4 statements with a score from 1-5 both 
pre and post training, with 5 being the highest score. The results overwhelmingly show a positive change in the 
level of knowledge and understanding about trauma informed practice.

The following qualitative feedback is about the training and how some participants feel it can be of use to them 
in supporting young people and members of the community.

Strategic level agreements have been made for an ACEs e-learning programme that was previously 
commissioned by the VRU to be hosted with one local authority, Sandwell. This resulted in this training 
reaching just over 1000 professionals.

The recorded training has been further adapted into e-learning and agreements made to host the e-learning 
within the multi-agency learning and development offers for two local authorities. In total 10 hours of content 
has been produced. The two local authorities concerned do not have training content available in this way for 
other subjects currently and therefore this represents an innovation.

Given that new e-learning versions of the recorded webinars are soon to be launched in 3 digital spaces, our 
conservative estimate is that it is likely that several hundred individuals will access training through this means 
in addition to the numbers trained through live webinar delivery.

“We have had an extremely positive experience of working with the VRU. They have been extremely 
collaborative, giving us clear guidance and communication but also trust and autonomy to carry out the set work. 
They have pulled levers to unblock work streams when requested and been constantly inclusive of our project 
workers in wider team conversations.”

Barnardo’s representative

Navigating through COVID-19

COVID-19 has had a considerable impact on this area. All training activity abruptly ceased as a result of the 
first lockdown. We refocused efforts on developing a series of advice documents for educational institutions in 
order to adapt to COVID through the use of trauma informed ways of working. We produced 20 short guides, 
which are available on the VRU website.

We had to adapt skills to enable the digital delivery of online webinars, including the recording and editing of 
these. With the delivery of webinars, in order to ensure reliable bandwidth using domestic internet connections, 
the numbers per session have had to be substantially reduced compared to what would be possible through 
traditional face-to-face delivery. This has meant less people have been trained than might otherwise have 
been expected through live webinar delivery.

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year (dependent upon future investment into the VRU) in this area is: 

 + Establishing a sub-group to the VRUs most senior board in order to encourage adoption of a trauma 
informed agenda across the region, especially organisations within the partnership

 + Establishing trauma informed communities of practice. There are plans to explore this digitally but also 
with a geographical focus. We believe these will be invaluable structures for assisting organisations in 
embedding learning and promoting interest in trauma informed working

 + Exploring the range of quality/kite marks on offer for trauma informed organisations with a view to either 
recommending a particular mark for trained organisations to be supported to achieve or developing a 
bespoke quality/kite mark locally

 + Continue to work with organisations who have already begun their trauma informed journey and to expand 
the bespoke training offers in particular sectors, such as the criminal justice system or the faith sector. 



The Criminal Justice System (CJS) involves a number of different organisations who are involved from the 
point of arrest though to a release at the end of a justice process.  These organisations are subject to a range 
of accountability processes and – broadly – are already bought together through existing multi-agency 
governance systems, such as the Local Criminal Justice Board.

We have focused our efforts this year on integrating with the existing criminal justice system and policing 
structures, and developing a shared understanding of the importance of focusing on prevention. We have 
sought to develop trust, relationships and collaborations across the sector, supporting the identification of good 
practice and facilitating data sharing.

There is already a strong focus within the region on diversion and on supporting young people to exit early 
from challenging circumstances which may lead to an involvement in violent crime. We hope to increase the 
attention within the criminal justice system to the role of the family and how appropriate emotional, mental and 
physical support for families of those involved in violent crime is needed in order to strengthen prevention and 
rehabilitation activity.

We have worked particularly closely with the police, Crown Prosecution Service and youth offending teams 
this year – parts of the system that have been reachable despite the pressures of the pandemic and where 
stakeholders had identified clear opportunities for change. 

We have continued to commission two key interventions with a criminal justice focus, the Resettlement Programme 
and the Reachable Moments linked to Custody Programme. Both seek to provide a route out of violence for those 
involved in or at risk of violence who have already come into contact with the criminal justice system.

We have also supported the seven Youth Offending Services to upscale a peer support programme for parents, 
funded by the Youth Justice Board (YJB).

Multi-agency partnerships

We are engaged with the existing structures that promote collaboration within the criminal justice space, such 
as the Local Criminal Justice Board (LCJB) and the OPCCs policy team, and have adopted these as our primary 
routes for engagement with the sector at a strategic level.

Our own Executive Group is unique in that it brings together leaders from different sectors with an interest in 
reducing violence. Criminal Justice membership of the board has been strengthened this year with the addition 
of YOS and CPS representatives, leading to impactful collaborations. We hope to expand further over the 
coming year our relationship with Probation and with the courts.

CRIMINAL 
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Connectivity with West Midlands Police
Policing has an important role to play in preventing and reducing violence. The service both 
respond in moments of crisis and protects the public by preventing and investigating crime. 

West Midlands Police is a large and complex organisation and it has taken some time – 
particularly in the pandemic context – for us to work together to identify the breadth of 
touchpoints within the organisation - from police cadets through to the Force Executive.

Executive interaction
The Force Executive have been active partners in establishing and shaping the design of 
the VRU. Working closely with the VRU Director, the executive have identified opportunities 
through the VRU to shape both the internal operational context and the wider strategic 
landscape. 
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We have supported the Force to develop a Violence Reduction Strategy which focuses heavily 
on prevention activity, on building trust and community confidence alongside developing 
further the capabilities needed to problem solve, respond to and investigate serious violence.

The Force are investing some of the uplift in police resources in more officers to work in areas 
that are disproportionately affected by violence and in dedicated officers that can work 
alongside schools.  We are well positioned to provide practical support to both initiatives and 
to use the partnerships data and risk information to help inform decisions about the way 
resources are deployed.

The importance of harnessing the opportunities the VRU presents the Force with has been  
reinforced by including awareness of the violence reduction approach within promotion 
processes, and by including an input from the Unit into the induction process for new senior 
leaders.

Schools-based work
Our education team have forged links with schools based officers and with the neighbourhood 
officers who cover schools that feature higher on the VRU’s assessment of risk factors. 
We have opened up opportunities for joint training across this cohort, for example trauma 
informed practice and MVP.  We are now involved with all of the police and schools panels.

Local policing
Our Community Navigators have been included within local partnership processes, including 
building relationships within neighbourhood partnership teams. We are connected through 
them and through our strategic interactions with the senior leadership teams in each of the 
seven neighbourhood policing units.

Response to significant incidents
Together with local police, schools, and community partnerships we have been able to surge 
support around young people who have become involved in, or witnessed significant incidents 
of violence, in order to stop the transmission of harm.

Specialist teams and functions
We are working to build relationships between specialist teams within the force, local 
authorities and community based providers of services to young people, in order to help all 
involved to check their understanding of risks.

We are involved at a strategic level in force tasking and performance meetings, and are 
working with both the force and the Regional Organised Crime Unit (ROCU). Whilst prevention 
activity forms a part of all operations, law enforcement agencies are not always sighted 
on the community-led opportunities that the VRU can commission. Similarly, community 
providers are not always sighted on risks that are emerging from the developing intelligence 
picture.

We are supporting the force to adopt trauma informed practices into a range of mainstream 
policing functions. This has begun with raising the awareness of Project Guardian officers, and 
a proposal for rolling out training more widely is being designed.

We are working with the force to embed new Serious and Organised Exploitation hubs to help 
partners to work more effectively together in Birmingham, Wolverhampton and Coventry; and 
to explore practical ways of strengthening the relationships with partners about this issue in 
Dudley, Sandwell, Solihull and Walsall.

We also work closely with Project Guardian, the forces taskforce to respond to violent crime. 
More about the way that we work together is on page 14.

Data
The Force and ROCU share with us a range of useful data and analytical output. We are 
developing this together and working to improve the contextual data that is recorded by a 
range of partners. Stronger contextual information will help us understand the typology of 
violence and to design interventions with a better chance of success.

Community engagement
We have benefited from strong connections between police and communities and where this 
has not been in place steps have been taken to broker it, including addressing challenging 
issues raised by communities.

The Force has an important role to play in building trust and connecting with communities and 
young people. They already reach out to young people in a range of ways.  We are supporting 
the force to look at existing engagement and desistance material through a trauma informed 
lens. Through the youth engagement framework, we will be able to support the force to 
explore different ways of connecting with young people.

The Force has recently appointed Cadet Youth Engagement Leaders to develop the Volunteer 
Police Cadet programme, and to assist with engaging young people around policing. We are 
working with these leaders to integrate police cadet’s activity into our localities work. Through 
our ongoing programme of development for youth provider networks, we hope to help equip 
cadet leaders to support young people’s complex needs effectively.

Next steps with policing

Our ambition for the coming year, dependent upon future investment into the VRU in this area is:

 + To support communities and practitioners to engage with the Force and vice versa around issues linked to 
violence reduction

 + To strengthening our relationships across the force, particularly with specialist functions, and to build the 
credibility of the violence reduction approach across law enforcement agencies

 + To support policing to work in effective partnership with local provider networks in each of the localities 
areas

 + To support the Force to deliver on its Violence Reduction Strategy

 + To help equip new or newly deployed officers working with schools or in areas that are disproportionately 
affected by violence to support young people living incredibly complex lives

 + To strengthen our shared understanding of risks of violence, through building joint analytical activity and 
access to key data
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 + To support the force to adopt trauma informed practice in key departments and for new starters

 + To strengthen the referral pathways and consolidate the intervention information available within the 
force, and to identify opportunities within police processes for referring to wider family and community 
support

 + Increasing the focus on problem solving, on identifying good and promising practice and on implementing 
learning from lessons learnt, debriefing and reviews.

Connectivity with British Transport Police (BTP)

BTP have become an integral partner in the VRU’s criminal exploitation and missing board, which has 
generated opportunities for partners to work together with BTP on a tactical and a strategic level. Given the 
importance of the region’s transport network to models of criminal exploitation such as county lines drugs 
distribution networks, we consider BTP to be a key partner to work more closely with in the coming year.

Crown Prosecution Service

We have identified opportunities to work more closely with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) to reduce 
violence and exploitation.  This has been a timely partnership which has enabled us to help shape CPS plans to 
develop a team of dedicated prosecutors to deal with serious violence and criminal exploitation.

CPS leads have spent time demystifying the way the prosecution service works for our team and for 
our partners through the Criminal Exploitation and Missing board. In turn, we have been able to provide 
prosecutors with training inputs in areas such as understanding exploitation, understanding the impact of 
speech and communication difficulties, and taking a trauma informed approach to prosecuting.

We are working together to extend the CPS’s engagement and communication reach, particularly by brokering 
opportunities to engage with the communities, families and young people who are most affected by violence.  
We hope this will help to build trust and legitimacy, and also inform the way in which the CPS operates.

Responding to issues raised within and to the sector
The parenting peer support pathfinder:  supporting regional collaboration

A two-year project to deliver a peer support programme amongst parents of children who are 
in the youth justice system is now underway across the region. We supported the 7 YOTs in 
the region to collaborate and coordinated a successful bid to the Youth Justice Board’s (YJB) 
pathfinder programme.

This service was designed in light of feedback from parents that traditional parenting offers 
do not speak to their complex reality. They asked for an approach which gives them a safe 
space to talk about their experiences and connects them with peers who understand their 
journey better than professionals can and who do not judge them.

We have established a steering group involving all 7 YOTs, the YJB and the VRU.  A community 
provider, Kitchen Table Talks has been commissioned and this project is now in the early 
stages of accepting referrals.  We are also supporting the evaluation process.

Regional working on this scale can be difficult as one local authority will usually have to take 
on the overall responsibility for coordination and delivery.  In this case, our ability to host 
accountability for the funding and the project management has contributed to the success of 
the bid.

Women and girls in the criminal justice system.

We have supported the LCJB sub-group ‘Women in the Criminal Justice System’ to expand to 
also include a focus on girls and young women.  As a result Youth Offending Services and third 
sector providers are now exploring and developing good practice when working with girls and 
young women.

The Criminal Exploitation and Missing board has similarly identified under recognition of girls 
and young women as a key issue within the data that is shaping organisational design. This 
will be the focus of a hypothesis testing workshop later this year.

Speech and Language/Communication Difficulties

Youth Offending Teams identified to us the prevalence of speech and communication 
difficulties amongst the cohorts they are working with. Whilst YOTs themselves seem to 
understand and have adapted services to this issue, we have realised that this not be the case 
for other partners in the criminal justice system or violence reduction systems, and that these 
issues may be overlooked amongst young adults in the 18-25 age group.

A Speech and Language Therapist from the NHS joined the VRU team in January 2021 in 
order to help us to begin to raise awareness and to develop resources.

Challenges of Multi-agency partnerships 

There is already a strong foundation for diversion activity within the West Midlands and a large number of 
different diversion and support initiatives are already in place. These are funded through a broad range of 
disparate national or regional funding streams, which often operate in silos or generate conflicting priorities.

This crowded space would not have benefitted from a rush to commission new activity that was not integrated 
alongside existing delivery or work that was already in train. As such, we have chosen only to step into tightly 
defined areas where there appeared to be a gap.

The criminal justice system has been under significant strain this year with a strong focus on backlogs within 
the courts and the issues being faced by the prison system. As such our system mapping activity has been 
more limited than we had hoped and we plan to extend this in the coming year.

Community and Youth Engagement 

Our engagement with young people who are within, or have experienced, the criminal justice system 
predominantly takes place through the services we have commissioned (outlined below).  Our providers build 
up trusted relationships with those accessing their services, and are well placed to raise issues to the VRU in 
an appropriately anonymised way.  Through this route issues such as the impact of COVID-19 restrictions; 
challenges in securing safe and appropriate housing; specific risks linked to a local area; and challenges in 
accessing mental health support have been flagged.

An Overview of Delivery

Peer Support for Parents of Young People within the Criminal Justice System

We have worked with First Class Foundation, a charity aimed at tackling youth violence, and the seven Youth 
Offending Services to uplift the Kitchen Table Talks (KTT) initiative across the region, following a successful pilot 
in Sandwell.

The project highlights the importance of family when understanding and preventing violence by creating a 
platform for parents who have children or young people in the youth justice service.

KTT will be launched regionally at their ‘Let’s Address It’ event to parents, case workers, and service providers. 
This offer has been adapted to offer online sessions due to the impact of COVID-19.
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Resettlement Programme

Building on a project instigated in Birmingham as a result of the Gangs and Violence commission, we are 
piloting a comprehensive resettlement support service, expanding to also cover Coventry and Wolverhampton.

Delivered through four different providers, the services provide bespoke support and mentoring for young 
people and young adults who have been involved in serious violence and/ or gangs.  The services are centred 
on the 9 pathways to rehabilitation and support those who have recently been resettled into the community 
after serving a custodial sentence.

The 9 pathways are: 

 + Drugs

 + Alcohol

 + Accommodation

 + Children and families

 + Finance, benefit and debt

 + Mental and physical health

 + Attitudes, thinking and behaviour

 + Education, training and employment

 + Women - Domestic abuse and sex work

Our four providers for this service are:

Bringing Hope; a Birmingham based charity that works in prisons and the community with those involved in 
serious violence and crime. They specialise in providing one-to-one pastoral care, family therapy, group work 
mentoring and peer-support

Phoenix United; a Community Interest Company working across the West Midlands to provide vocational 
support programmes and education to young people at risk of entering into criminality and violence.

Catch 22; a national social enterprise that specialise in building resilience and aspiration within individuals and 
across communities.

St Giles Trust; a national charity that use lived experience to empower those in need.

Together they have supported over 70 individuals to date with a range of needs such as navigating contact 
with housing providers, charities, referrals to support services such as substance misuse; help with finding 
employment and education opportunities; and connectivity with the community.

These services have faced a number of challenges as a result of the pandemic context. They have been unable 
to access secure estate settings, although they have maintained strong connections with Probation and 
Community Rehabilitation Company colleagues. Despite moving to remote engagement during Lockdown, all 
of our providers have stepped up their support, including ensuring access to basic provisions.

Teachable Moments linked to Custody

We have commissioned a service to reach out to young people at the point that they are first dealt with by the 
police as possible offenders. The intention had been to use the ‘teachable moment’ – a recognised opportunity 
presented when a young person is arrested and is in custody, away from negative influencing factors and in 
likelihood feeling overwhelmed by the implications of their actions.

The Force and VRU hoped that by placing youth workers in the custody environment, a rapport could be built 
with young people to find out what they had going on in their lives and to offer them support advice and 
guidance, and an off ramp away from continuing to be involved in circumstances that might lead to violence.

A number of factors, including the pandemic context have made locating the service within the Forces custody 
centre unfeasible this year.  Instead, the force and St Giles who deliver the service have adapted the way in 
which they identify those in need of support and provide services. We now deliver community based support 
for young people following a referral from custody, or sometimes, a referral from other parts of the police 
service.  The youth workers have offered their services via reduced, socially distanced visits and phone/video 
conferencing.

The service has exceeded the anticipated number of referrals and take up of support.  Early review findings 
indicate that of the young people we have worked with there is an approximate re-offending rate of 11%, 
compared to 66% for those who refused to work with the youth worker.

This project is due to undergo further evaluation but demonstrates the importance of providing support for 
young people during their most vulnerable moments, and ensuring that interactions with the criminal justice 
system are centred around support and diversion.

Navigating through COVID-19

The main challenge that we have faced in this thematic area has been the incredible pressure that all 
stakeholders in the system were under as an already stretched system pivoted to respond to the pandemic.  
Many organisations have been absorbed in taking steps to protect people who were already within the CJS 
secure estate from COVD-19 and in dealing with the implications of interrupted service provision, such as 
the backlog within the courts.  Tis sector also had to navigate In this sector combining restrictions within the 
criminal justice system (such as license conditions) with the restrictions as a result of the pandemic.

This made access to stakeholders incredibly challenging, particularly in the early part of the year when our 
activity was being set. Because of this, the scale of our ambition had to be revisited and we are not yet as 
connected as we hope to become with stakeholders such as Probation and CRCs, the courts system and 
prisons.

Our providers have also found it more challenging to access partners. On a practical basis, not being able to 
enter the secure estate has caused challenges for resettlement providers in particular.

“We tell our parents to grab a hot drink, biscuit or a slice of cake and join the call. We also have been 
sending out some sweet treats to parents. We have a monthly forum for each location, this will be available 
for those parents you refer. In addition to this in the New Year, a lot of the parents would like face to face 
engagement so we will be doing doorstep visits – because nothing beats face to face connections!”

KTT Representative.

“We have identified 4 Parent Ambassadors, 1 from Birmingham and Walsall and 2 from Sandwell. We 
have had some awesome sessions with these ladies, they have been with us from the beginning and have 
come full circle with Kitchen Table Talks, so they are adamant to get stuck in and share their experiences 
to help and encourage parents that are coming through so they can be reassured that they are not alone, 
because we really do believe that ‘It takes a village to raise a child’.

We aim to get at least one parent ambassador to speak at the Let’s Address It Regional KTT Launch.”

KTT Representative.
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Providers that were expecting to deliver services face to face have had to adapt quickly to virtual delivery, but 
new projects launched this year were asked to design services in a way that meant virtual delivery was an 
option from the start. In some cases, such as the peer support programme for parents, the virtual methods of 
delivery seem to be appreciated by those parents who attend. It is likely that the overall offer will continue with 
a blended approach even when in person contact is allowed to resume.

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year (dependent upon future investment into the VRU) in this area is:

 + To support organisations within the CJS to engage with, listen to, take on-board and act on feedback 
from young people and their support networks, such as parents

 + To assist organisations within the CJS in organisational transformation and in exploring and trialling new 
ways of working, including the adoption of trauma informed practice

 + To build stronger links with a broader group of stakeholders across the CJS, including the secure estate

 + Identify gaps in other services and support the system to respond more effectively, for example in mental 
health or housing provision

 + To focus attention of the CJS on the role of the family

 + To raise awareness of the prevalence of speech and language/communication difficulties amongst young 
people in the criminal justice system

 + To identify gaps within diversion opportunities across the CJS, including strengthening use of the arts as 
a diversionary activity

 + To develop further the understanding of the needs of and opportunities to improve the support for girls 
and young women within the CJS

 + To develop the evaluation of initiatives within this area and to support organisations within the CJS to 
access evidence to influence their decision making.



Aims and objectives
The people who work in education play an essential role in ensuring all of our children and young people are 
safe, feel safe and thrive.  Early interventions can help reduce vulnerability, promote inclusion and ensure that 
more children can make the most of their education.

There are strong foundations across the West Midlands in initiatives that access young people through schools 
in order to raise awareness of issues linked to violence.  These play an important role. They can be even more 
impactful if incorporated into wider activity - by the education system, by partners and by the local community 
- to mitigate risk. Providing longer term practical support aids young people to act on the awareness they have 
gained.

We have listened to a broad group of stakeholders across the education sector and consulted widely on 
changes to the structure of our education function.  Our work in this sector now focuses on supporting inclusion 
and wellbeing in order to reduce the underlying conditions of vulnerability that can lead to involvement in 
violence and exploitation.

During this year we have worked with partners to develop a new way of working within the education system.  
We have repeatedly adapted our activity to respond to the incredible challenges facing the education sector 
this year but our overall objectives were:

 + To increase the involvement of stakeholders from the education system in the VRU’s most senior board, 
and to establish an education steering board to influence our work

 + To establish a team of Education Intervention Advisers (EIAs) embedded within both the VRU and Local 
Authorities Inclusion departments

 + To support the development and sharing of good and promising practice, through the development 
of toolkits, practice advice, and by working with established development routes and communities of 
practice for educators

 + To review, adapt and prepare for relaunch the Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP) programme: 
enabling virtual delivery; expanding to include primary and further education settings; and developing 
tailored programmes for faith; sport and community groups

 + To increase the coordination between stakeholders who deliver interventions within the education 
system, beginning with projects delivered by the OPCC, West Midlands Police and the VRU

 + To develop localised education intervention offers with local authorities which are informed by our shared 
understanding of risk factors and to find ways to make these offers more sustainable.

Education Intervention Advisers

Towards the end of the autumn term 6 Education Intervention Advisors (EIAs) joined our team and a combined 
community navigator / EIA role was established to support the trauma informed college place-based pilot in 
Walsall. The EIAs will support their local authority to deliver on its priorities linked to inclusion and wellbeing 
but will also act together as a team to share good and promising practice across the region.

Individual education settings and stakeholders can access support from other parts of our team via the EIAs. 
The EIA team will enable the VRU to be alert to concerns and systemic issues facing the sector. They will help 
to integrate the activity taking place in other parts of our team (such as sports, health, criminal justice, and 
tackling exploitation) with the education system in their area.  They provide a coordination resource that has 
the potential to prevent the sector from being overwhelmed by a lot of disparate initiatives.

Inclusion and wellbeing toolkit

Inclusion and wellbeing are integral to the violence reduction approach, but the links are not always clear. To 
help begin this conversation and to support practitioners to access promising practice, we have worked with a 
broad range of stakeholders in the sector to develop a VRU inclusion and wellbeing toolkit.

EDUCATION EDUCATION
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https://westmidlands-vru.org/app/uploads/2020/12/VRU-Toolkit-Website.pdf
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The toolkit covers:

 + Childhood adversity and taking a whole-school approach

 + Promoting school inclusion

 + Establishing a trauma informed approach

 + Building resilience

 + Creating the right school environment

 + Supporting special educational needs and disabilities, vulnerability and emotional wellbeing.

Education practitioners are invited to help us to further improve this over the course of the coming year, and can 
access more information and discuss with peers through the unit’s online education forum 
westmidlands-vru.org/education/members-area/

Support adjusting to the trauma linked to COVID-19

During the first few months of the national lockdown, we developed a number of practical resources to support 
the education sector. Topics such as talking to children and to teenagers about the pandemic;  supporting 
primary and secondary transitions; supporting children in care; SEND and the pandemic;  and short briefings on 
trauma informed practice were included. These can be accessed via 
westmidlands-vru.org/education/covid-19-resources/

Supporting the profession to develop

The incredible difference that educators can make in identifying and reducing the vulnerability of our young 
people to serious violence is too important for these issues not to be included within teacher training and 
continuous professional development. 

We have begun to deliver trauma informed training to new teachers through the Titan group, a provider of 
teacher training within Birmingham. We have an ambition to ensure that teachers and all other educational 
professions are equipped to work in this way very early in their career and are keen to work with others to help 
make this a reality.

Together with Wolverhampton University, we are hosting a Leading Schools conference in February on Social 
Justice and Inclusion.  By raising awareness about topics such as Character and Virtue within Educational 
Leadership, Exclusions and Vulnerability; Children, Wellbeing and Achievement; and Social Justice in Education 
we hope to influence the whole school approach and prompt schools to consider how to incorporate activity to 
reduce vulnerability into the curriculum.

Multi-agency partnerships
Shaping the work of the VRU

The Regional Schools Commissioner; Birmingham City Council’s Assistant Director of SEND and Inclusion; 
and the chair of the Regional Educational Psychologists network have joined the VRU’s most senior board this 
year to help influence our strategic direction.  Their commitment, and that of regional colleagues within the 
Department of Education in continuing to meet regularly with us despite the pressures of the pandemic context 
has been key to our ability to deliver meaningful activity in this sector this year.

The VRU Education Steering Group was established during the summer term in order to allow a broader 
group of stakeholders to help shape our activity and to share promising practice. We have met twice so far to 
exchange good practice between settings and to influence the establishment of the EIA roles.

This forum includes a range of different disciplines: DFE, Educational Psychologists, Local Authority Inclusion 
Leads, NHS SLCN, OFSTED, PHE Education, PRU and Alternative Provision Leads, Public Health Education, 
Regional Schools Commissioner, SENCO, SEMH Specialists, Student Voice, Trauma-informed setting leads, 
Youth Work Specialists.

Integrating effort with West Midlands Police 

West Midlands Police work with schools in a range of different ways. Schools are clearly an important location 
and community within local policing and partnership work.  The police support schools to reduce violence 
within school premises and also where this spills over into the wider community. The Force has focused, for 
example, on deploying resources to prevent serious violence on the route home from school. 

http://westmidlands-vru.org/education/members-area/
http://westmidlands-vru.org/education/covid-19-resources/
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The Force has committed to increasing the number of officers who are working with schools and the VRU is 
helping to inform decisions about how and where this uplift would make the most difference.

Our education team have begun scoping work in order to align effort, hosting internal webinars attended by a 
broad range of officers and police staff, including police cadet leaders. Together with Project Guardian we are 
reviewing the different resources and awareness packages that the forces uses in its work in schools, making 
sure that these are trauma informed and seeking to ensure that they land well with their intended audience 
and with the education sector.

Local authorities

Local authorities influence a number of key decisions in relation to schools within their area, and are themselves 
made up of a huge number of different functions. The 7 local authorities all have very different structures, and 
we have sought to understand them and to build relationships with people delivering key roles. This remains a 
continuous journey, and we are keen to hear from others who can see a synergy with our work.

The local authority inclusion departments have played an important role in designing and implementing 
the EIAs into their structures. We anticipate that relationships with key leads in education, inclusion and 
safeguarding strengthen as the academic year progresses and we deliver together on local priorities. The team 
are developing an understanding of the aims of each local authority and their processes in relation to inclusion, 
fair access and managed moves.

In Wolverhampton, the unit is helping the local partnership to develop their inclusions panel, supporting 
decision making around managed moves and trying to embed contextual safeguarding principles in 
understanding risks young people may face, for example, when travelling to a new school through gang-
affiliated areas.

Police and Schools panels

In most parts of our area, Police and Schools Panels exist and provide a forum for local authorities, police, head 
teachers, the VRU and other key stakeholders to work together to prevent harm. These vary considerably in 
scope and resources. The EIAs will assist their panel to access services and support from the VRU. Together we 
hope to develop even stronger local partnership responses to preventing violence and to reducing vulnerability.

Responding to significant incidents together

We are keen to support partners to reduce the transmission of violence and to prevent cycles of violence 
developing.  When significant incidents have happened either in the vicinity of a school, or involving members 
of the school community, we have worked with the police, school leadership and local authorities to enable 
rapid access to age-appropriate and culturally-appropriate interventions and support.

We aim to provide a safety net to ensure support is available for young people who perhaps have witnessed 
a serious incident but not been the offender or the victim, or whose siblings were involved in a serious incident. 
By working in this way we aim to reduce the impact that incidents have on the whole school community, and 
stand in support of the education professionals who are often the first line of assistance for young people who 
are facing incredibly complex and traumatic situations.

Overview of Delivery
Mentors in Violence Prevention

MVP uses the bystander approach to equip young people with a counter narrative to violence.  It was delivered 
within the region under a programme commissioned by the Violence Prevention Alliance, a forerunner of the 
VRU. This was rolled out across west midlands secondary schools via a train the trainer model. Feedback from 
participating schools has incorporated into a review of the programme. Delivery was halted, due in part to the 
pandemic context and to the restructuring within the VRU.

We have used this time to expand the model and worked with the programme designers to develop bespoke 
offers that are suited to primary and further education cohorts, to use within sports and community based 
groups, and to use within the faith sector.

The new team of EIAs, the police cadet leaders, and some of the police schools-based officers are currently 
being trained to deliver the programme. They will begin a programme of train the trainer events, focusing on 
localities and schools identified as of greater risk. By delivering this through locally-based EIAs we hope to 
provide ongoing support for education settings to help embed this practice.

Trauma informed approaches

The EIAs will be able to deliver our core trauma informed modules: an Introduction to Adverse Childhood 
Experiences and Trauma Informed Practice (see pgs. 30-33). This increases our capacity to reach more staff in 
early years, primary, secondary, further education and alternative provision, and to deliver these sessions at a 
time and in a way which suits education professionals. The EIAs are well positioned to continue to work with 
participants after their training to help embed practice in their nursery, school, or college setting.

Locally co-designed education interventions

We have worked with local authorities, education providers, and community safety partnerships to identify 
small scale local interventions in the education space that could reduce the risk of violence in their area.

These broadly fall into three categories:

 + facilitating systems change and capacity building

 + reducing specific risk factors

 + providing mentoring and support for specific cohorts of young people.

The majority of these interventions were due to launch at the start of the spring term. The EIAs are working to 
adapt these offers to the current national lockdown context, and it is possible that some of these may change.

Our intended local interventions had been:

Birmingham: Working with City of Birmingham School (COBs): the largest PRU in the country to deliver 
one-to-one mentoring for vulnerable children and young people. The delivery of knife crime interventions to 
primary aged children and training for staff about these interventions.

Coventry:  Early intervention through “Tizz time”; therapeutic interventions which take the shape of play-based, 
interactive activities to support young children to manage their feelings about what they may be experiencing. 
There is also training on offer to schools covering trauma, attachment and violence in children.

Dudley: Increasing the provision of educational psychology assessments as part of a programme which offers 
mentoring as a diversion to criminality to pupils in year 8 and year 9.

Sandwell: Education psychology support to provide tools for schools to consider emotional wellbeing and how 
they can support children and young people.

Solihull: Training to ensure school staff are able to identify signs of exploitation and to support the roll out of 
exploitation leads in all schools.

Walsall: Embedding trauma informed approaches across Walsall College, and expanding this to include 
secondary schools.  (see pgs. 30-33)

Wolverhampton: An exclusion diversion programme which provides intensive support for young people at risk 
of exclusion; Training for school communities in issues linked to the complex circumstances they face;  Systems 
change support for the local authority.

These education offers have been developed since the start of the academic year, and are all in their infancy. 
More in-depth information about the slightly more established offers in Coventry, Dudley and Wolverhampton 
can be found following:
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Coventry
Working with Coventry City Council, we are supporting the delivery of a range of training options to support 
education providers in the city.  These include:

 + Introduction to Understanding Children and Young People Exposed to Developmental & 
Relational Trauma

 + Children and Young People Exposed to Developmental & Relational Trauma – 
Therapeutic Assessment & Intervention

 + Child Attachment - Understanding/Working with/Assessment and Intervention

 + Self-Harming and Suicidal Ideation (Child, Adolescents and Adults)

 + Working with Violent and Resistant Children & Young People

 + Working with Children & Young People – Therapeutic Communication, Intervention and Change

Tizz Time
Tizz Time sessions are therapeutic interventions which take the shape 
of play-based, interactive activities to support young children to 
manage their feelings about what they may be experiencing, as well 
as encouraging them to develop a sense of self, and giving them the 
opportunity to learn safer ways of interacting with those around them, 
or in society as a whole.

The sessions are aimed at helping children in Early Years navigate 
life’s everyday elements. It can help benefit children who are 
experiencing or have experienced trauma and attachment issues, 
helping them to create a network, and begin to learn emotional self-
regulation which can improve both their wellbeing and capacity to 
learn, while nurturing safer interactions.

This can give them the opportunity to express when they feel safe or 
unsafe as well as allowing them to articulate what helps them feel 
safer to the adults they trust the most. Embedding this confidence 
and knowledge early on helps prevent these children fall victim to 
exploitation and abuse as they know how to communicate something 
their uncomfortable sooner rather than later.

Dudley
829 is a program aimed at providing a system of support to potentially vulnerable children in Dudley.  This is a 
preventative initiative aimed at reducing anti-social behaviour and school exclusions, preventing children from 
entering the criminal justice system, reducing offending, and improving educational and wellbeing outcomes for 
vulnerable children.

The partnership acknowledges the importance of long term relationships in bringing about positive lasting 
change. The intention of the 829 project is to support vulnerable children over an extended period. The project 
aims to provide continuous support through:

 + school support

 + community-based mentoring

 + holistic family support aimed at addressing risk factors associated with violence including: poverty, 
domestic violence, substance misuse, mental health problems and poor school attendance.

The project will support children who may have problems relating to school attendance and classroom 
behaviour and those who may have had adverse childhood experiences. Parents and siblings will be given the 
option of wraparound support from local family centre.

As well as specialists delivering the 829 project, the support team may include:

 + Family support workers (FSW) – Parenting support, school support, youth services, housing support, 
health and family nurse partnership

 + Educational Psychologists (EP) – Consultation, psychological assessment, training and intervention

 + Youth offending services (YOS) – Case management, mentoring and integrated risk management

 + Speech and language therapists (SLT) – Consultation, assessment, 1:1 mentoring

 + Substance misuse services and CAMHS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services).

Wolverhampton
The partnership in Wolverhampton is working with the VRU to improve inclusivity and to enable more young 
people to stay in education. Wolverhampton has a higher than national exclusion rate, with 81% of exclusions 
being from secondary schools and special schools.

If a school in Wolverhampton has concerns about the behaviour of a pupil and their ability to continue to 
access education they will present a case at the ISAP (Inclusion Support and Alternative Provision Panel).

The ISAP involves professionals from varying agencies including alternative provision, the inclusion team within 
Wolverhampton Local Authority, Early Help and the VRU and a joint decision will be made on the direction of 
travel for that young person.

The VRU has supported the partnership to develop a tiered offer for students, school staff, and the local 
authority.

Step PEX (Permanent Exclusions) 
and FTE (Fixed Term Exclusions) 

Comparison

2019 - 2020 
% of total pupils 

in City

2019 – 2020 
No of pupils 
(PEX or FTE)

2018/2019 
Most recent 
National %

Secondary PEX 0.37 60 0.20

Secondary FTE 7.40 1188 10.70

Secondary PEX 0.06 16 0.02

Primary FTE 0.50 125 1.41
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“Exclusion diversion”: support for young people who are at risk of exclusion due to weapon carrying or due to 
a violent incident.  Each young person will be able to access up to three 1-1 sessions that will focus around the 
circumstances that could have led to their permanent exclusion. These sessions might include:

 + Purpose of Education
 + Choices: Impact of Gangs, Knife and Gun Crime
 + Crack houses, County lines and Criminal Exploitation
 + Through the Lens of the Other: Challenging Racism in Education
 + Murder Media: The Dangers of Social Media and Music Videos

Schools who have higher rates of permanent exclusions or who have students 
engaged in the exclusion diversionary offer will be able to access additional 
training, dependent upon the complex issues within their school community:

 + Understanding Racism and Anti-Racist Practice
 + Understanding Gangs and Criminal Exploitation
 + Responding to Youth Violence Through Youth Work
 + Working with Challenging Children and Young People
 + Therapeutic approaches

Local authority staff: strategic outcomes

The VRU is supporting the local authority to access bespoke support to review systems 
and to enable staff to better understand the contexts that sit behind decisions to exclude 
children and young people. This may include working with the inclusion team, ISAP or with 
wider partners within the local authority

TIER 1

TIER 2

TIER 3

Navigating through COVID-19

The education sector has been recognised as at the forefront of the UKs response to COVID-19 and as such 
has been under considerable pressure. We have sought to support the sector where we could add value 
remotely, in providing resources and toolkits to help them to work with young people who were facing a higher 
level of uncertainty, trauma and bereavement.

Many of our intervention providers have been able to flex to deliver their interactions with students remotely, 
through a range of virtual offers. A high proportion of our intended work was with professionals, and their 
capacity to engage and to take on learning opportunities has understandably been much more limited than 
usual.

The constantly changing risk picture has undoubtedly meant it has been harder to deliver pre-planned 
programmes of activity. We have responded to this by making inputs as flexible as possible, and shifting some 
of our delivery focus onto other colleagues within the sector, such as trainee teachers.

It is testament to the commitment of senior leaders within schools, and to educators at all levels who are 
passionate about this subject, that a considerable programme of work is still on track to be delivered this year.

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year (dependent upon future investment into the VRU) in this area is:

 + To continue to be very flexible throughout the coming year, and to work with our local partners to develop 
responses to the emerging context

 + To maintain a focus on inclusion and wellbeing, and on embedding activity that supports violence 
prevention within the school curriculum and systems of working

 + To expand the delivery and integration of our universal offers – Trauma informed training and MVP – with 
education settings across the region

 + To develop our understanding of stakeholders at local, regional and national levels, identifying 
opportunities to work more effectively together and to share with them the views and ambitions of the 
young people we are working with

 + To work collaboratively with WMP to inform the design and deployment of the uplift in schools based 
officers

 + To increase the support that we make available to pupil referral units and alternative provision

 + To increase the work that we are doing at transition points between primary and secondary. Expanding 
this to include transitions to further education, on leaving education, and to university

 + To continue to deliver locally designed education intervention offers, revising these to the emerging 
context

 + To expand our efforts to equip new teachers and school leaders to play a key role in preventing violence.

Permanent exclusions by year group in 2019/20 in 
Wolverhampton Primary, Secondary and Special Schools

Year 0 Year 4 Year 8Year 2 Year 6 Year 10Year 1 Year 5 Year 9Year 3 Year 7 Year 11

4 4 4
5

10

28

18



Aims and objectives
Our overarching aim in this area is to ensure that there are robust and effective systems in place across the 
region to prevent, identify and respond to all forms of exploitation.  We recognise the urgency and the challenge 
in realising this ambition across a complex safeguarding landscape.

Recognising there are statutory responsibilities across a range of organisations (including but not limited to 
health, law enforcement and local authorities) we have initially focused on activity that supports different 
systems to work together to improve their response.

This sits alongside our work to improve the foundation for responses to exploitation:  increasing awareness 
amongst communities and professionals, and improving and making accessible the evidence base about good 
and promising practice.

The key objectives for this thematic area this year were to:

 + Work with the 7 local authorities, police, health and other safeguarding partners to agree key priorities 
which would add value and improve the regional response to all forms of exploitation

 + Develop a multi-agency governance structure, responsible for driving coordinated activity across the 
region and sharing best practice

 + Identify opportunities to work together and develop a whole system response to exploitation

 + Facilitate strategic and tactical conversations between the Force and broader safeguarding partners in 
order to strengthen the way systems work together

 + Facilitate where appropriate the development of regional pathways, policies and protocols to ensure a 
coherent and consistent response to safeguarding those most at risk of or experiencing exploitation

 + Facilitate the development of regional datasets and dashboards to provide a richer understanding of the 
nature and scale of exploitation across the region

 + Build a community of practice and sector-led improvement frameworks and identify opportunities to 
deliver these.

The ambition is to create a regional learning environment which places insight and expertise at its centre 
and which promotes good and promising practice.  We aim to create conditions where it is more likely that 
protective factors will flourish, risks of exploitation reduce, and services will respond at the earliest possible 
opportunity to prevent exploitation.

Multi-agency Partnerships 
Governance 

Four multi-agency strategic boards have been developed, bringing together professionals from all local 
authorities in the region with the Police, Health and other statutory and voluntary sector organisations. The 
boards are now fully established and have clear actions and priorities they are working towards, in relation to 
the following thematic areas of exploitation:

 + Domestic Abuse  (33 organisations as standing members)

 + Sexual Assault and Abuse (28 organisations as standing members)

 + Modern Slavery (24 organisations as standing members)

 + Criminal Exploitation and Missing (22 organisations as standing members)

Many of the standing members are representing other forums, networks or geographical functions. 
A number of other organisations visit to provide inputs or socialise projects.

The boards have specific priorities but are also working together to achieve change. 
The VRU works with the OPCC to provide coordination support across these boards.

TACKLING 
EXPLOITATION

TACKLING EXPLOITATION
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Regional approach to preventing, identifying and responding to exploitation and abuse
West Midlands definition of exploitation

‘An individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power to coerce, control, manipulate or deceive 
a child, young person (under the age of 18), or adult and exploits them a) through violence or threat of 
violence, and/ or b) for the financial or other advantage of the perpetrator or facilitator and/or c) in exchange 
for something the victim needs or wants. The victim may have been exploited even if the activity appears 
consensual. Exploitation does not always involve physical contact, it can also occur through the use of 
technology.’

The boards have supported regional discussions between partners, increasing the shared understanding of 
the wide range of initiatives, services and practices in place across the region, and identifying where promising 
practice could be more widely adopted.  They provide opportunities to create a consistent approach to activity 
such as communications campaigns or proactive campaigns tackling exploitation.

We participate in and support the actions of all of the boards, for example, we are currently leading on a 
system mapping exercise of services involved in reducing Domestic Abuse.

Much of our activity is delivered through the Criminal Exploitation and Missing Board, which of the 4, most 
closely aligns to our work to reduce serious youth violence. This board is co-chaired by the VRU Director and by 
the Head of Service of Contextual Safeguarding from Birmingham Children’s Trust.

The remainder of this section will focus on the work that we are delivering in relation to Criminal Exploitation.

Violence reduction Unit

7x

 

Human Trafficking & 
Modern Slavery Board

Criminal Exploitation & 
Missing Board

Sexual Assault & Abuse 
Board Domestic Abuse Board

Preventing, identifying and 
responding to safeguarding 
children, young people and 

adults at risk of or experiencing 
slavery/trafficking

Preventing, identifying and 
responding to safeguarding 

children, young people 
and adults at risk of or 
experiencing criminal 

exploitation

Preventing, identifying and  
responding to safeguarding 

children, young people 
and adults at risk of or 

experiencing sexual assault 
and abuse 

Preventing, identifying and 
responding to safeguarding 

children, young people 
and adults at risk of or 

experiencing domestic abuse

Joint Priorities

Lead on designing and developing multi-agency whole system approaches to exploitation

Develop workforce strategies and plans to ensure that key professionals are equipped and trained to effectively revent, identify and 
respond to exploitation

Develop sector-led improvement programmes and identify and share good practice

Lead on the development of datasets/dashboards in order to further develop the region’s understanding of exploitation and its 
impact and use this to inform commissioning and development of service responses

Human Trafficking & Modern Slavery Shared Priorities Criminal Exploitation & Missing

Develop a multi-agency response to 
prevention with regards to both offenders 

and victims.

Ensure the appropriate use and 
improved quality of NRM submissions.

Develop a West Midlands Protocol 
outlining pathways and processes 

for young people located out of area 
engaged in county lines.

Develop a consistent approach to Protect, 
with particular regard to public sector 

supply chain exploitation.

Develop a framework which underpins 
consistent multi-agency pathways for 

victims across the seven local authority 
areas, ensuring that children and adult 
victims receive an effective response.

Develop information/intelligence to 
support disruption of serious and 

organised crime, without reliance on the 
victim’s voice.

Lead on the development of information 
sharing in a way that allows agencies 

to prioritise and collaborate in targeting 
those that exploit (Disrupt and Pursue).

Ensure adult victims receive an effective, 
joined up service response.

Review use of regional exploitation 
screening tool.

Sexual Assault & Abuse Shared Priorities Domestic Abuse

Ensure that there are local sexual assault and 
abuse plans housed in each of the seven local 

areas to embed the SAAS.

Oversight and understanding of 
effectiveness of regional interventions 

including; Perpetrator Programmes; 
and pilot projects.

Ensure that the requirements within 
the pending DA Bill are translated into 

local single and multi-agency policy and 
practice.

Include workforce requirements for trauma-
informed training in sexual assault and abuse 
for professionals in related fields (see SAAS) 

within the quality standards.

Ensure that the learning from DHRs is 
understood, shared and informs future 

practice and commissioning.

Require all providers to develop workforce 
plans, identify training needs and work with 

commissioners to ensure that they have plans 
for meeting any gaps.

Oversight and understanding of 
effectiveness of regional interventions 

including MARAC; Perpetrator 
Programmes; and pilot projects.

Look to better align and support pathways and 
awareness of services for victims to allow a 

smoother transition after disclosure for support 
and help.

Strategic Police & Crime Board

West Midlands Community 
Safety Partnership

LINKS TO:
West Midlands Directors of 
Public Health Network
West Midlands Directors of 
Adult Social Care Network
West Midlands Directors of 
Children’s Services Network
West Midlands Heads of 
Community Safety Meeting

Local Community Safety Partnership
Health & Wellbeing Boards

Local Safeguarding Children Boards
Local Safeguarding Adult Boards
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Criminal Exploitation
Building Relationships

Through the Criminal Exploitation and Missing Board, we convene partners from: Barnardo’s, British Transport 
Police, The Children’s Society, Clinical Commissioning Groups, Department for Education, Department for Work 
and Pensions, all 7 Local Authorities, NHS, Probation, Public Health England, St Giles Trust, Youth Offending 
Services, West Midlands OPCC, West Midlands Police and West Midlands Regional and Organised Crime Unit.

Members have shared good practice and worked together to resolve key challenges.  Several months of 
increased collaboration has resulted in a commitment from 22 partners to work together during a protracted 
period of intensification activity this spring.  Partners are taking a leading role in coordinating prevention and 
response activity, and working closely with the police to support meaningful disruption activity.

Due to their statutory safeguarding responsibilities, and their role in delivering services to vulnerable people 
and their families, we have prioritised working with Local Authorities, the Police and Health partners (including 
Clinical Commissioning Groups, NHS England and Public Health England).

We are building relationships with all of the regions Children’s Services leads and Child Exploitation 
coordinators.  We have supported the Force to involve a wider group of partners in the design of an improved 
response to serious and organised exploitation.

The unit is well placed to convene strategic discussions to explore issues where partners identify that they 
could be working more effectively together to end exploitation. We have recently convened a Strategic 
Exploitation Interface forum to support the Force, NHS and Directors of Childrens Services to do just this.

Each of the local authority areas is developing their own single and multi-agency response to exploitation. 
To support the development of good practice and encourage consistency, we have worked with members 
of the Criminal Exploitation and Missing (CEM) board to draft a strategic framework. This sets out some key 
ingredients and best practice principles that underpin a whole-system approach to exploitation and is intended 
to inform local decision making.

We are supporting the development of a shared workforce development framework and are making accessible 
a breadth of training and awareness materials to help organisations to develop their local training plans.

Exploitation can lead to incredibly serious and damaging consequences for communities, and sadly, to the 
deaths of young people.  We have worked together with partners in the aftermath of tragic incidents to help 
reduce the transmission of violence by addressing risk and protective factors.

A call for national change

We have begun to be invited to participate in serious case reviews and are exploring ways to ensure learning 
from all serious incidents involving criminal exploitation are rapidly incorporated into organisational activity.

In situations of criminal exploitation, it is predictable that activity may take place across multiple parts of the 
country. While there is sometimes strong connectivity between police forces, this is not always the case, and 
connectivity between other services can be even worse. We are working with the national VRU network to 
explore opportunities to improve safeguarding activity in cases of criminal exploitation, particularly around  the 
movement of families and looked after children to different parts of the country.

Community and Youth Engagement 

Issues linked to exploitation have been explored through the VRU’s youth voice activity. Through many of our 
interventions we aim to give a platform to those young people who have lived experience.  We have introduced 
service users and young people with lived experience of exploitation to the Police and Crime Commissioner, 
Senior Home Office civil servants, the Chief Constable and the Policing Minister through VRU visits this year.  

Our exploitation lead has delivered sessions to raise awareness and to build engagement around this issue 
with a number of key partners:

• our community sports providers’ network; 

• trainee teachers; 

•  Prosecutors within the Crown Prosecution Service who deal with cases of serious violence and exploitation 
both within the West Midlands and on behalf of BTP across the national rail network. 

Over 100 people have had the opportunity to learn about methods used to groom and exploit young people, 
key indicators of exploitation and how to create long-term solutions to end County Lines and exploitation of 
children and young people.

“Very informative and emotive. 
Learnt things that I didn’t know 
before about these issues.”

“I was glued onto this session. I’ve had training previously on FGM but none of those sessions 
were as informative as this one. The first session on exploitation and drugs was a very 
vulnerable topic for me as I’ve got a younger brother who had experienced this. Not only does 
it affect the victim but has terrible consequences on family members too. I tried my best to hold 
my tears back... it was such a great and helpful session! Thank you so much!”

“The topics covered were relevant 
to prosecutors and the use of 
quotes from survivors helped to 
add a personal element to the 
presentation.”

“I really found this session interesting and 
useful. It was a very hard session but it 
was handled really well. It was useful to 
know what kinds of slang terms children 
are now using for exploitation and FGM, 
as well as what signs to look out for that 
could suggest a pupil is in trouble.”

“A lot of emphasis on self-care and 
being very aware of the audience 
in the session also there was a lot 
of very critical information given in 
the session.”

“The section on language and 
victim blaming was really insightful 
and will be taken forward in the 
prosecutors work.”

“The signposting of organisations will 
be saved and used by the CPS.  The 
pace, content and supporting material 
were all excellent. Thank you”
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We invited all elected members of local authorities across the West Midlands to attend one of two 
awareness raising sessions about exploitation being run by St Giles. 34 members attended, and 
their feedback was positive.  

Given the overlaps between risks of exploitation and issues such as housing, deprivation, 
employment and other areas that members influence on behalf of their communities, we would 
hope to be able to engage more elected members over the coming year.

An Overview of Delivery
The VRU supports interventions designed to identify, reach, and support young people at risk of exploitation.  
These take place in a range of contexts, and more information can be found: 

 + In their community, through our place-based working (see p. 28) and our sports impact and diversion 
programme (see p. 80)

 + Through schools, PRUs and other alternative provision (see p. 51)

 + In accident and emergency departments (see p. 73)

 + When young people become involved in police investigations or enter police custody (see p. 46)

 + On leaving prison

Navigating through COVID-19
The pandemic context has represented an unprecedented challenge across the region in relation to responding 
to exploitation and abuse, bringing intense pressure and radical change to whole systems, organisations and 
individuals.

We have been supporting individuals and organisations across the region to deal with the current 
challenges, but also building the evidence needed to understand longer term implications on the risk of 
exploitation within the region.

Case study
Home Office County Lines Rescue and Recovery Project

The VRU has supported the implementation and integration of delivery of the Home Office 
County Lines Rescue and Recovery project, which was launched in September and is funded 
until March. 

The project supports young people who are involved in County Lines and gangs, and covers 
all of the local authority areas in the region. Through the provision of flexible support from 
case workers with “lived experience”, young people can exit County Lines drug networks, 
reconnect with families and begin to build positive lifestyles away from crime. 

With such a short confirmed operating time, the support we could provide to connect with 
partners, establish referral pathways, and identify other services that the project could 
operate closely has been important. 

The service is already over-subscribed and there has been a high take up from partners 
across the region. The three key challenges have been: the limits of COVID-19 restrictions; 
challenges engaging with young people who have been open to engaging with statutory 
services but experienced delays in accessing services and potentially don’t trust the system; 
and the short contract length. 

An independent evaluation has been commissioned which will inform future conversations 
regarding funding post-March 2021.

“The WM VRU supported and formed a specific 
West Midlands wide county lines project steering 
group to bring St Giles into partnership with all 
the relevant heads of service. This support and 
guidance has been incredible and enabled us 
to quickly mobilise and embed the service offer 
across the 7 areas of the West Midlands. This 
has resulted in an unprecedented take up of our 
service which is currently at full capacity with a 
waiting list.”

Steve Clarke, 
West Midlands Regional Contract Manager, 
St Giles.
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The pandemic context has impacted on children and young people in relation to exploitation in the 
following ways:

Increased Poverty: There are no financial safety nets for children and young people. Job losses can mean that 
parents/guardians may not be able to afford food for days. Children and young people are still taking risks 
in order to financially provide for the family during this time of crisis and therefore are at higher risk of being 
groomed.

New dangers for Criminal Exploitation and Grooming:  Without the safety of school due to an increase in 
school closures, children and young people are at increased risks of criminal and sexual exploitation.

Increased mental health concerns: Social distancing is particularly hard on vulnerable children and young 
people who may already have significant mental health difficulties and are dealing with a range of issues from 
substance misuse to domestic violence.

Increased educational divisions: Families cannot afford to buy or get access to educational resources. Some 
families across the region live in cramped conditions not conducive to home schooling. Lack of internet and 
technology means there are rarely enough devices for all children in a household to access online teaching 
resources. As educational attainment and connections to schools slip, children and young people are more at 
risk.

Criminal Activity & Serious Youth Violence: Children and young people are being put at risk by being made to 
travel across the country to supply drugs. The demand for drugs is anticipated to increase and supply predicted 
to drop: it can be anticipated that serious youth violence and criminal activity will escalate.

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year (dependent upon future investment into the VRU) in this area is:

 + To continue to deliver a range of services that offer opportunities for young people to exit exploitation, 
reduce risk factors and increase the prevalence of protective factors

 + To support a broader range of partners to work together effectively, and to deliver a consistently good 
response to children and young people who are being exploited

 + To identify and find ways to overcome challenges in the interfaces between organisations and different 
geographical areas in order to prevent exploitation at the earliest opportunity

 + To improve the evidence base that partners are operating from, including by blending multi-agency data 
and information and by testing hypotheses

 + To support partners to access role or function specific training and awareness material, and to increase 
the awareness of practitioners and decision makers

 + To support partners to navigate pandemic restrictions, and to maintain safe direct contact with children 
and young people

 + To support specific cohorts such as foster carers, and those working within regulated and unregulated 
care settings or supportive accommodation to better recognise and manage risks linked to exploitation

 + To support regional initiatives on a practical level (e.g. by coordinating communications campaigns) 
and a programme level (e.g. holding a central project capacity to support work across organisational 
boundaries)

 + To ensure that lessons are learnt from serious incidents, and to continue to work with national and local 
partners to reduce risks generated by relocating young people or families for safeguarding purposes.



Aims and objectives
There are 4 key aims within the health thematic area:

 + To develop and strengthen integration and partnership working with health colleagues

 + To embed the public health approach to violence prevention into the health system

 + To support the health system to become self-sustaining in their approach to violence prevention

 + To promote the need to tackle and reduce inequalities within the health system and embed an inequalities 
focused approach to commissioning across all activities.

The VRU has increased resources within the health team through the appointment of 2 registrars to assist 
our part time public health consultant. We also have a part time project manager, seconded from PHE, who 
supports the delivery of the health based interventions.

Our VRU health team will achieve these aims by:

 + Focusing on building new relationships with parts of the health system less used to addressing the 
immediate effects of violence, and strengthening existing relationships

 + Working in partnership with NHS & PHE to improve the quality of data collection related to violence 
and violence prevention, providing both strategic and operational support to the West Midlands Injury 
Surveillance System (WMISS)

 + Supporting the local NHS systems to take on the long-term funding of positive violence prevention 
interventions

 + Linking NHS to place-based pilots through the inequalities reduction elements of the NHS Long Term Plan 
(NHS LTP), ensuring that health and communities are more closely linked.

Multi-agency Partnerships
Our focus has been on building relationships with a number of partners across the health sector. There has 
been improvement in the VRU’s connection to NHS England/Improvement (NHSE/I) partners, in particular by 
developing a stronger relationship with the NHS Safeguarding Lead and offering support for ongoing pieces of 
work where we can add value.  Through this route, we have been able to engage with the newly established 
NHS Midlands Tackling Serious Violence Forum (TSV).

HEALTH HEALTH
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NHS Midlands Tackling Serious Violence Forum 
The forum is a network for local practitioners who lead on safeguarding, and in 
some cases on violence reduction within their hospitals and community health 
organisations.

We aim to support the forums work by providing expertise in the area of violence reduction 
theory and interventions, as well using the forum to extend our reach by building upon pre-
existing relationships with health partners and creating new ones.  

The forum intends to develop a draft Violence Prevention strategy to be applied across NHS 
Midlands, as well stakeholder mapping to identify key partners to influence, and also those 
that require further support or training to understand their place in violence prevention
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Together with PHE, the unit’s key areas of focus our work with the Health system for the remainder of the year 
are: 

 + Reconstituting the WMISS steering group with a wider variety of members from partner organisations; 

 + Working with NHS colleagues to form a clinical network of violence prevention leads within A&E 
departments to sit alongside the NHS Midlands TSV and the WMISS Steering Group. This group will 
coordinate training opportunities, provide operational oversight of WMISS data collection and support 
partners to implement the Violence Prevention Strategy within their workplaces;

 + To draft a Violence Prevention strategy document in conjunction with NHS Midlands, including a multi-
year plan outlining how local health partners will aim to align with the work of others to prevent violence 
in the communities within which they are based.

Close links have been maintained and improved with local Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs) through 
the steering groups that we have established to aid sustainability planning for our current health-based 
interventions, such as the Identification and Referral Into Services (IRIS) scheme. 

More work is required to ensure that voices of primary care colleagues are heard. The Health team aims to 
strengthen connectivity with local GP networks to share our activity and gain support for the PH approach. This 
links in to the planned activities of the NHS Midlands TSV, and will support the formation of closer relationships 
between front-line GP colleagues and the Unit. A long-term aim is to build relationships that support data 
sharing in a clear and systematic way from primary care-based projects, such as the IRIS project, into the 
WMISS system to improve its functionality.

Improving Working Relationships

The strengthening of a public health function within the VRU aimed at strengthening partnership engagement 
has provided extra capacity and local systems knowledge that has improved our working relationships with 
key partners. This has enabled us to work closely with health partners, through arenas such as the NHS 
Midlands TSV, and linking with NHS England’s Clinical Lead for Violence Prevention.

The health project management is split between the Unit & PHE which adds value in terms of ensuring 
alignment and connectivity between the two organisations. This allows for a greater understanding of the 
overlap between PHE and VRU work-streams, such as in the work on tackling inequalities, and improves the 
speed and accuracy of information sharing between the two organisations. 

Improved working relationships have been formed with PHE colleagues, particularly in relation to the WMISS 
work as well as improved internal links across our unit, especially in sport, trauma informed practice and 
domestic abuse spaces. However, reaching front-line clinicians in a coordinated way and meeting with them 
regularly remains a challenge exacerbated by the pandemic. 

Overview of Delivery
IRIS

The Identification, Referral into Services (IRIS) scheme is a domestic abuse intervention based in primary 
care. It is an evidence based programme that trains staff working within primary care settings in the 
identification of and response to domestic violence. 

Through the scheme, women who experience abuse are provided with a quick and direct referral route to the 
domestic violence Advocate-Educator (AE). The AE is a specialist worker linked to GP practices and based 
in a local domestic abuse service. The AE carries out risk assessment and safety planning with the patients, 
encouraging a holistic and empowering approach so that service users can live independent lives free from 
abuse.

Birmingham and Solihull CCG have partially trained 154 GP practices to Clinical Session 1 level. This means 
that referral pathways are now open to their patients.

The total number of fully trained sites is 117.

Across trained practices, there has been a total of 407 referrals received to date. 

Dudley CCG have fully trained a total of 24 practices since 2018. Across trained practices, there have been a 
total of 67 referrals into services to date. 58% of these referrals were not known to Black Country Women’s Aid 
prior to an IRIS referral indicating that they may not have engaged with domestic abuse services had they not 
spoken to a clinician through their GP practice. 

Sandwell and West Birmingham CCG have now fully trained a total of 41 practices in the area, and partially 
trained 12 practices. In total they have made 104 referrals to services to date.

To date Walsall CCG have now fully trained 40 practices. A total of 69 referrals to services have been made to 
date. 

The project is subject to ongoing evaluation with partners at the University of Birmingham, with outcomes 
focusing on the effect of inequalities on access to, and the lived experience of, those benefitting from the IRIS 
programme. 

Planning to mainstream the funding of this intervention, moving from the Unit to local CCGs, is at advanced 
stage. Strategic engagement with the NHS, focusing on programmes such as IRIS, demonstrates the value of 
VRU interventions to the wider health economy and enables improved partnership working more broadly. 

Teachable moments

The VRU is supporting a programme which places youth workers in 4 A&E departments within the region to 
engage with young people who have been involved in violence.  The time in the hospital setting is considered a 
teachable moment, when it is possible to provide young people with an off-ramp to exit cycles of violence. 

The youth workers – from St Giles and Redthread – work with young people to identify risk factors for further 
violence that could be modified, and protective factors that could be enhanced. 

The project supports strategic engagement with the NHS by fostering close links with A&E clinicians and 
aims to reduce inequalities, by working with the most marginalised young people. This model of care has 
been demonstrated to be effective in many similar geographical settings, and further evaluation of the cost 
effectiveness is underway with partners. 

Birmingham Women’s and Children’s Hospital (BWCH) 

We are working closely with Birmingham Women and Childrens Hospital (BWCH) to provide specialist in-
house services relating to violence, exploitation and wider vulnerability. The partnership with BWCH began in 
December 2019 and initially set out to embed two key posts within the busy hospital; an Independent Domestic 
Violence Advocate (IDVA), and a Senior Youth Worker. Due to the pandemic, and other internal challenges the 
service had to change the way it provided specialist support for vulnerable young people, and has recently 
established a partnership with Redthread who provide support on site for those presenting at hospital with 
violence related injuries as well as advice and guidance to staff. 

IDVA: provide teaching, advice, support and supervision to the Birmingham Children’s Hospital site staff.  
He/she will develop and embed skills across the large and varied workforce, to support recognition of, and 
intervention in, cases of domestic abuse. To date the IDVA has received 46 referrals supporting women with 
housing needs, mental health support and supplying broader information, advice and guidance to reduce risks 
presented. 

Youth Worker: work with children and young people attending the Birmingham Children’s Hospital site as 
a result of violent crime, or where exploitation is disclosed or suspected. Launching in October, the service 
delivered via Redthread has received 16 referrals to date with a 100% engagement rate.

Key challenges in our work in the health sector

An ongoing challenge is navigation of the NHS commissioning cycle. The VRU is currently subject to one 
year funding cycle, from April to March, whilst NHS funding tends to come in January and can last between 
6 months and 5 years. Our funding cycle is therefore out of sync with the NHS commissioning cycle making 
mainstreaming interventions at speed more difficult.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KzCypLcQ9As&feature=emb_logo
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National transformation plans and mergers within health and public health organisations present acute 
challenges to the capacity of organisations to engage with the VRU, or to make forward commitments. 
Continuity of individual working relationships is likely to be maintained in the most part, but new organisational 
links may need to be formed at speed once it is clear where partners are to be located in the future.

Our Executive Group within the VRU has been strengthened through the addition of a wide range of partners 
this year, including NSHE, however further improvements can be made by working with West Midlands 
Ambulance Service to enable them to become a fully integrated member of the group. The benefits of working 
closely with an influential part of the health service and having access to their data and expertise would enable 
many of the health aims and objectives to be progressed positively.

Inconsistencies in access to data from local health service partners are keenly felt in all thematic areas. The 
ambition to provide the VRU with direct access to PHE data via honorary contracts for the Director and the 
analytical team has not been achievable due to the pandemic context and to internal transformation. Regular 
access to other health service data is subject to the challenges articulated above.

Navigating through COVID-19

The impact of COVID-19 has been wide-reaching on our work with this sector. Some of the challenges include:

 + Reduction in face to face contacts by commissioned providers has changed the way that services are 
delivered. There have been changes in referrals from A&Es into the reachable moment programmes while 
youth workers’ presence in the departments was extensively risk assessed. Some departments have 
also become exclusively COVID-focused at times, owing to health service pressures, and as such the 
programme has been paused in these areas for safety reasons.

 + Capacity issues within key health partner organisations have become more pronounced, both from 
increased workload and transfer of staff from business as usual activities to COVID response work. 
The move to online meetings has meant that keeping in touch has remained possible, and often people 
have been able to continue with areas of work that interest them, such as violence prevention, despite a 
change in dominant focus to COVID response work.

 + PHE are the key partner for WMISS, however they have had minimal capacity to progress WMISS work 
following the completion of the service evaluation. The VRU have been supporting them wherever 
possible, with a plan to take on more of the operational and strategic lead for the WMISS in the New 
Year.

 + There is a potential for a bounce-back increase in workload within Children and Young People services 
and mental health services when lockdowns fully lift. This has been anticipated and planned for, and is 
likely to be partially mitigated against with the huge investment that has been put into online delivery 
of key programmes over the last nine months. This has the potential to exacerbate some of the capacity 
issues already being experienced amongst key health partner organisations.

 + Communication within organisations have been well maintained, but communication between 
organisations has required further focus, and regular information sharing meetings have been scheduled 
by the VRU and PHE key contacts, and VRU and NHS key contacts, with the VRU acting as a conduit for 
the partners with reduced capacity.

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year (dependent upon future investment into the VRU) in this area is:

 + Continue to foster good working relationships with NHS colleagues – supporting work on an NHS 
Midlands Violence Reduction Strategy, development of a violence prevention clinical network, and aiming 
to establish improved links with primary care.

 + Further work on WMISS, including supporting the reestablishment of the steering group, undertaking a 
review of data collection issues and identifying and implementing solutions

 + Look to find a solution to bridge the gap between VRU commissioning cycles and NHS commissioning 
cycles.



Aims and objectives
The VRU sets out to generate positive outcomes for young people through diversionary activities and to 
harness the power of sports-based activity as an intervention to prevent violence. We aim to inform current 
and future practice by considering and extending the evidence base, commissioning locally trusted community 
sports organisations and providing opportunities for local providers to develop and to maximise their impact on 
preventing youth violence.

Within the Sport thematic area, we set 6 key objectives. These were:

 + To build strategic and operational partnerships which influence policy, practice and systems change

 + To design, develop and commission an evidence-based sport and violence reduction programme which 
promotes protective factors and pro-social behaviours in vulnerable young people

 + To build a diverse network of community sport providers who are equipped for working with those most 
at risk of becoming involved in violence, who are well connected and who can contribute to the reduction 
of violence

 + To extend the existing evidence-base supporting the use of sport-based interventions as a means to 
reduce and prevent youth violence

 + To develop resources which inform the future use of sport-based violence reduction interventions across 
the West Midlands and beyond

 + To ensure sport is seen as a cross-cutting opportunity contributing not only to its own objectives but 
objectives set throughout other areas of the VRUs work.

We have a sports policy officer from StreetGames UK embedded within the VRU and have also invested in 
resource to support the 3 Active Partnerships to work with us.

Multi-agency Partnerships

SPORTS SPORTS
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 + Active Partnerships

 + Alliance of Sport for Criminal Justice

 + Local Authority – Representation from 
Public Health; Community Safety 
Partnerships; Youth Justice Services

 + Premier League Charitable Fund and The 
Villa Foundation on behalf of Community 
Football Foundations

 + Public Health England West Midlands

 + StreetGames UK

 + UkActive 

 + West Midlands Combined Authority

 + West Midlands Police

 + West Midlands Violence Reduction Unit

Strategic Sport Violence Reduction Partnership 
The Strategic Sport Violence Reduction Partnership brings together the following membership 
from local, regional and national sports organisations alongside organisations operating 
across the health, criminal justice and statutory sector:
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Purpose: To ensure that there is an effective, consistent, and collaborative approach to designing, 
implementing, evaluating, scaling and embedding sport and physical activity interventions as part of the West 
Midlands VRU strategy.

Aims

1. Advocate and amplify the role and impact of quality assured and evidence-based sport and physical 
activity as a violence and reduction interventions across the region and beyond.

2. Drive collaboration and reduce fragmentation to ensure a whole system approach to using sport in 
delivering the objectives of the WM VRU.

Objectives

 + Heighten connectivity and collaboration between policy areas such as: Youth Justice Services, Community 
Safety Partnerships, Health, Policing and Sport – locally and regionally; and strategically and operationally

 + Contribute to the development, advocacy and impact of a Sport for Violence Reduction policy to be 
adopted across the West Midlands

 + Identify new development opportunities for sport and physical activity to be adopted as a violence 
reduction strategy & co-ordinate relevant regional bids and responses to policy/consultations

 + Ensure regional leadership and influence adds value to local practice, extends and compliments 
commissioning, and builds capacity across local infrastructures and networks

 + Embed an agreed consistent approach to using sport and physical activity as a vehicle to deliver VRU 
priorities and outcomes through local infrastructures

 + Strengthen and diversify the existing evidence base for sport as a violence reduction strategy, including 
sharing practice and learning to inform future planning and delivery.

The journey so far

 + Consulting with a wide range of partners and sport and criminal justice stakeholders to develop & embed 
a terms of reference with clearly defining purpose, aims, objectives, networks and membership

 + The Board is moving effectively to provide the collaborative leadership needed. Key activity which has 
enabled this included:

 • Establishing a Board Leadership Team to reflect, engage and forward plan

 • Refining wider partner and stakeholder relationships to secure Board representation

 • Working together in communicating the role and priorities

 • Communities of Learning and Practice events capturing insight from localities and interventions

 •  Establishing Task and Finish groups such as workforce/mentoring to develop a consistent approach 
and enhance the 2021/22 commissioning framework

 • Place based mapping – governance, commissioning, strategic priorities and places.

Intended work programme:

 + Continue to strengthen Board knowledge, collaboration and function

 + Mentoring task and finish group – consistent approach to mentoring with VRU and across sport – 
developing guiding principles

 + Deep dive into:

 •  Referral pathways and identifying vulnerable young people leading to an improved and more consistent 
sector approach to making appropriate referrals and delivery of more targeted interventions

 •  Localities, systems and programmes to identify effective practice, limitations and challenges to 
programme delivery.

 + Develop a community delivery/intervention quality assurance approach delivering pro-social outcomes for 
vulnerable young people.

 + Explore the potential for a Commonwealth Games sport legacy to achieve violence reduction outcomes.

Building Relationships

We benefit from a strong foundation for the collaboration and delivery of sports activity within the West 
Midlands. We have engaged stakeholders from across the criminal justice sector, building on existing 
partnerships with the OPCC and members of our Executive Group. Each of the seven local authorities, the 
seven Youth Justice Services and the seven Community Safety Partnerships are involved along with local 
contacts in the Force’s Neighbourhood Policing Units (NPUs). 

We have formed formal partnerships with StreetGames and with the region’s three Active Partnerships: Sport 
Birmingham, ThinkActive and Active Black Country, who help to unlock local capacity and expertise to support 
our work. Regular ongoing engagement also takes place with the following partners and stakeholders:

 + Commonwealth Games

 + Local community sport providers

 + Larger sports organisations such as UKactive, England Boxing and Chance to Shine

 + Premier League Charitable Fund (PLCF)

 + Professional Football Club Foundations – Community Club Organisations (CCOs)

 + Public Health Physical Activity Leads

 + Sport England

 + West Midlands Combined Authority.

Through the course of the year we have built strong relationships with locally trusted community sport 
providers and consider those organisations to be critical to delivering in an impactful and a sustainable way. 
These relationships extend beyond providers that were commissioned to deliver services. During this year we 
commissioned 26 sports providers but engaged and supported the development of more than 70 community 
based organisations. The ambition is to support this ecosystem of connected providers to grow even further.

Our data and understanding of risk across the region helped to identify priority locations to operate.  Sports 
partners have benefitted from our ability to convene, coordinate and connect their effort with the work of other 
sectors, such as criminal justice, tackling exploitation, education and the faith community. This has given the 
sports sector the opportunity to identify the contribution that they can make to the wider violence reduction 
agenda.

Even during the tightest pandemic restrictions, we have stayed connected to a wide network of local providers, 
supporting them to adapt to the new context and delivering a series of professional development, learning and 
engagement opportunities.

A National Leadership Role

The West Midlands VRU is the sports and violence reduction portfolio lead for the network of VRUs across the 
country.  In this role, we have begun to influence the sharing of good and promising practice across the country 
by convening interested parties within and beyond the VRU network.

We have shared the approach we have taken within the West Midlands with other VRUs and police forces who 
are keen to establish sport as a targeted intervention, and our own work has benefitted from an exchange of 
emerging practice.

Working closely with the National Police Chief Councils lead for Serious Violence we have begun to build 
relationships with national sports, exploitation and criminal justice stakeholders in order to influence the use of 
sports as a violence reduction intervention.
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Community and Youth Engagement

“This support has not just allowed us to engage with young people across different parts of Wolverhampton but it has 
allowed us to build genuine engagement and rapport with young people while discussing issues that impact them. We have 

spoken around current circumstances and have helped them adapt to the current situations and signposted them to what 
they feel they need more of, in some cases, it has been diverted to our sports engagement and other instances has been a 

more formal mentoring process.”

InPower Academy

“The sports sector have provided us with a proactive network to seek the views of and engage young people, and this has 
become an integral part of our youth voice engagement activity. The use of existing longer-term, trusted relationships to 

discuss key issues has generated insightful feedback in a comfortable way. The VRU really values the information that young 
people have shared with us through their community sports providers.”

“This year, the sport sector has engaged young people in discussions on topics such as knife crime and serious violence 
reduction orders. Throughout these engagements, young people presented an awareness and growing concern of the 

emergency of knife crime and the possession of knifes within their community.”

“Lots of people are carrying knifes…to protect themselves and to rob people for their things. [This] makes us feel like we need 
to carry something to protect ourselves. We don’t go to certain areas at certain times and we don’t go to other sessions 

because we don’t know the people there.”

Young Person, Birmingham

“Knife crime is a BIG issue. Knife crime happens here too. I don’t feel safe. I don’t go out of the house much unless I’m going to 
school or to youth club to play sport”

Young Person, Coventry

“I don’t feel safe in my community at all - more gangs are starting at a younger age and now they are coming from Smiths 
Wood to make kids in Chelmsley [Wood] join them to go terrorising people and making up stuff to get money off them.”

“I have not been out for 2 weeks and I am having really bad anxiety. Knife crime is big issue- people stash knives all in park 
and then take them out of a night – no-one reports it to the police because people always find out who has snitched”

Young Person, Solihull

Overview of Delivery: The Sports Diversion & Impact Programme (SDIP)
“The ‘Sports Diversion & Impact Programme’ has allowed us to provide essential support for some of the most at risk young 
people across our borough in Walsall. Within the planning process for this funding conversations with key partners in police, 
local community figures and youth justice services have highlighted the need for this work. The funding has and will allow is 

to continually provide an evidence based intervention programme that helps to give these young people a positive experience 
and address some of the vulnerabilities that they live with.”

Inspire Group

Our Sports Diversion and Impact Programme uses evidence based community sport interventions to positively 
engage vulnerable young people at risk of future involvement in youth crime. The programme includes 
mentoring and youth voice activities delivered through the prism of sports activity. It is designed to lead to an 
increase in positive behaviours and attitudes of vulnerable young people. 

The programme has been delivered through 26 commissioned providers who deliver through 28 SDIP sites.  
Despite the pandemic context we aim to have engaged over 1600 (with a potential reach of up to 2400) ‘at risk’ 
young people across 1300 sessions. There has been a deliberate increase in the proportion of vulnerable and at 
risk young people involved in the programme, compared to previous less targeted programmes.

Following the launch of the SDIP in August 2020, almost 1300 young people have engaged throughout the 
28 delivery sites with 540 of these young people being referred, formally or informally, and over 50% of young 
people receiving support from a mentor. 

The SDIP has also resulted in improved collaboration between Community Sport providers and Criminal Justice, 
and other referral agencies such as Pupil Referral Units (PRUs), Early Help and local policing teams.

The commissioning framework involved partners working together to consider existing infrastructures, 
available risk data and evidence and local expertise. Colleagues in West Midlands Police, local Youth Justice 
Service and Community Safety Partnerships were all consulted in the design of the programme. As a result of 
this buy-in, much greater collaboration and connectivity throughout the delivery has enabled us to meet the 
challenges that arose.

The SDIP was delivered through a network of community sport providers. We have supported them to build 
organisational capacity, develop their staff and volunteers to equip them to support young people’s often 
complex and sometimes risky circumstances and to collaborate more effectively with communities.

“The delivery of the ‘sports diversion & impact programme’ through the violence reduction unit to the region serves as a 
significant contribution to positive diversion for young people, offering the nurturing and development of life skills and a 

positive pathway for young people through sport interventions.”

Simon Bradley – Young People’s Officer, WMP, Walsall

“The project has enabled a multi-skilled mentor and coach to work in a safe environment to encourage youth’s 11-18 years 
into Boxing. The project has given a chance for vulnerable or less fortunate individuals to come together sharing the same 

passion for no charge, which can often be a big barrier for these individuals.”

RG Boxing

“This funding has provided Based 25 with much welcomed long term funding, allowing us to build upon our time limited 
interventions, enabling us to provided focused interventions using physical activity as the vehicle to not only engage with 

vulnerable young people but to build sustainable relationships through mentoring that builds trust and facilitates sustained 
behavioural change benefiting the young person, their family as well as the wider community.”

Base25

Safeguarding

Organisations provide a current safeguarding policy as part of our commissioning process. Additional training 
has been provided for all commissioned services to increase further our confidence that young people 
supported through their programmes are kept safe and can benefit from the provision.  This has included 
recognising and acting on risks that have increased due to the pandemic – for example domestic abuse, or 
exploitation – and skills such as mental health first aid.

Further training and support for organisations to review and improve their own safeguarding processes and to 
manage the impact of safeguarding referrals is in development, supported by StreetGames UK.

Challenges to Engagement

The pandemic has led to a number of practical challenges including restrictions on the number of young people 
able to participate, bubble sizes and the number of adults to young people at each session. There has been 
difficulty in accessing community facilities and school facilities due to closures or to building work taking place 
to adapt to COVID-19.

Despite this context, sports providers have been resilient and flexed to the challenges of further restrictions and 
lockdowns and have ensured young people remain supported and engaged by adapting their offer to comply 
with guidelines as they emerged.



VRU ANNUAL REPORT

82 83

SPORTS

Navigating through COVID-19

The VRUs network of commissioned sports providers responded promptly to an announcement in July 2020 
allowing extra-curricular activities to begin again. We recognised that delivering a programme of summer into 
autumn delivery that would support the return to school period was more important than ever.  The heightened 
demand for positive community activities was clear. Community providers worked together to turn around the 
complex planning required in just a few weeks and launched the delivery of the SDIP in August 2020. 

Since returning to play, sport has been repeatedly halted by additional local Tier restrictions which have 
affected different parts of the West Midlands along with the second national lockdown. The SDIP has regularly 
adapted delivery, often at short notice. We have run sessions to support providers to access and interpret 
National Youth Agency guidelines each time these have changed. Much activity has been able to continue and, 
crucially, providers have remained engaged with young people throughout. 

Many providers have shared with us that young people who are being referred to their programmes are facing 
much greater challenges than before. During a recent community of practice, providers highlighted that more 
of the young people who are being referred are at a point of crisis. Providers are articulating that referrals are 
becoming more complex and the volume has also increased. This is being attributed by them to the increased 
demand placed on statutory services. 

Providers have also raised significant concerns about young people’s mental health, highlighting that young 
people have expressed greater concerns following the national lockdowns and require additional support. 

We are in the process of delivering further training to support providers to respond to the continued pressures 
presented by the January 2021 national lockdown. 

Looking Ahead

Our ambition for the coming year in this area is:

 + To support the delivery of the Strategic Sport Violence Reduction Partnership’s forward work plan 
(see p. 70)

 + To develop further the SDIP to improve connectivity between criminal justice agencies and wider 
partners, and to support the development of more effective referral pathways into and from sports 
providers

 + To develop the infrastructure that supports the SDIP, in order to support the development of targeted 
interventions, respond to changing operating parameters, and further improve the quality of delivery 
across the network

 + To facilitate Communities of Practice to support community based providers to understand, interpret and 
implement evidence-based practices and to learn from each other

 + To support the positive engagement of young people from Black, Asian and other minority ethnic groups.



Aims and objectives
Debriefing and formally evaluating our activity is at the heart of our violence reduction approach.  We want to 
understand and learn more about what works, and to do this in a way that contributes to the evidence base so 
that others can lean on our progress. 

Through our evaluation activity, we are seeking to identify the impact that our work has on: 

 + Developing a collaborative whole system with a clear focus on Public Health approaches to preventing 
violence

 + Stopping violence before it starts by tackling the root causes

 + Increasing aspirations for all young people to ensure they have the opportunity to succeed and fulfil their 
potential

 + Supporting engaged, compassionate, resilient communities

 + Taking a shared approach that nurturing children at every age is appropriate

The evaluation activity aims to identify:

 + What progress is being made towards these outcomes 

 + The key opportunities and barriers at a place and VRU level 

 + Gaps in the current activity

Evaluating our work:  Projects, Places, and Programme
The VRU is a complex system to evaluate.  We have organised the evaluation to consider both process and 
impact across three different tiers:

1. Project-based activity: Evaluating the impact the individual intervention is having, and how this relates to 
the overall VRU objectives and activity. Through this work we are reviewing the commissioned projects, 
such as the resettlement scheme or reachable moments projects

2. Place-based activity: Evaluating the work of the VRU at a local level, to understand the difference 
our place-based approach is making and the way in which social and organisational networks are 
developing in these areas.  This is being led by Community Researchers recruited by the evaluation team 
to ensure local people’s voices are heard

3. Programme level activity: Understanding how all of the activity of the VRU contributes to the overall 
objectives of reducing violence.  In 20/21 this theme of work is also exploring how the VRU has changed 
as it has become more established and the impact of delivering in the context of COVID-19 and the Black 
Lives Matter movement.

The table overleaf sets out some more information about the components of the evaluation.

EVALUATION EVALUATION
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Project level (Intervention)
We are both delivering our own independent evaluation of projects and supporting a number of other 
evaluations which were commissioned before the Unit was established, or which have been funded through 
another route.  We continue to support applications to access evaluation support from a range of sources.

This section focuses on the evaluation activity that the VRU is commissioning directly. Given the early stage in 
delivery, findings from these evaluations are not yet available and are anticipated to be published during 21/22.

 

Impact evaluation

Objectives

1. Understand each intervention and its individual objectives for addressing violence

2. Determine how those objectives align with the VRUs objectives

3. Comprehend the monitoring data and the VRU objectives for that data

4. Evaluate VRU monitoring data templates and make recommendations

5. Evaluate individual intervention data collection and make recommendations

6. Assess the alignment of all key outcome variables to evidence impact.

Methods

 + Interviews with intervention providers and VRU project leads to understand each intervention and 
contextualise key findings

 + Data collection and analysis facilitated by standardised monitoring templates (developed together with 
leads and providers) from each of the providers to help assess a) utilisation and uptake of the intervention 
and b) effectiveness and impact of the interventions.

Process evaluation

We have had capacity to commission a deep process evaluation of 4 of our interventions:

1. 2 Resettlement projects: 2 different resettlement projects which support young people and adults in 
Birmingham. Together with literature reviews of the evidence, the evaluation team are considering the 
mechanisms of delivery, key opportunities and barriers, variability in outcomes dependent on approach 
and sustainability of these interventions

2. Teachable moments in A&E: In addition to the themes articulated for the resettlement projects, this 
will also include a scoping activity to identify which key data components are required for cost-benefit 
analysis to take place in the future

3. Teachable moments linked to Custody: The principles of the teachable moments is centred on three key 
elements: getting the right message delivered by the right ‘messenger’ at the right time. In this evaluation, 
the VRU are interested in identifying 1) how important is the messenger and, 2) how important is the 
timing in intervention.

Methods

 + A narrative literature review is under way to identify some of the key understanding of the evidence base 
of these approaches

 + A mixed methods data review and stakeholder interviews will be conducted to focus on understanding 
how (and how efficiently) each project has evolved, and the relationship between this and the impact.

Key elements of the evaluation

Example questions being 
addressed

Quantitative data 
collection Qualitative data collection

Project 
(intervention)

Have the project level intermediate 
outcomes been achieved?

Have the project level longer term 
outcomes been achieved?

By what mechanisms have the 
outcomes been achieved?

How and why do outcomes 
vary across projects, and 

stakeholder groups?

Are interventions effective 
at a process level?

How sustainable 
are the projects?

Administrative data 
(local level 

statutory data)
Outcomes data 
(e.g. knowledge 

& understanding; 
wellbeing; engagement; 

education)
Data collection 

facilitated by a software 
platform, with training 

and support
Statistical analysis 

of pre-test/post- test 
intermediate and long-

term outcomes measures 
to understand change 

over time.

Project case studies, focused 
on outcomes and process 

analysis, including interviews 
and focus groups with:

• Leaders
• Frontline staff/volunteers

• Service users

Analysis – 
Thematic Analysis 

of data within case, 
and cross case analysis.

Place

Have the anticipated 
place-based intermediate 
outcomes been achieved?

Have the anticipated 
place-based long-term 

outcomes been achieved? 

How and why do outcomes 
vary between places?

Are places more connected in 
terms of goals and strategies?

Place level demographic 
and geographic 
characteristics

Administrative data 
(local level 

statutory data).

4 Case studies led by 
community researchers with 
support from research staff

Peer-to-peer training to 
develop capacity for ‘collective 
efficacy’ in violence reduction 
within neighbourhoods and 

area-based approaches
Interviews with key 

stakeholders to track cultural 
change and collective efficacy 

Analytical and synthesis 
workshops to develop within 

case and cross 
case comparison.

Programme 
(VRU)

Building on year one, continued 
exploration of: how are activities 

and projects being supported 
and monitored, and how these 
activities contribute to the VRU 
objectives; key developments 

in relationships between 
stakeholders; how the VRU has 

changed in terms of capacity and 
capability; the impact of COVID 19 
on strategic activity and delivery. 
The VRU will investigate if and 
how any initial learning been 

taken forward and what longer 
term lessons are emerging, and 

measure whether VRU level 
activity resulted in improved 

outcomes for targeted groups.

Regional and place level 
indicators

 Administrative data 
(local level 

statutory data)

Data on staffing and 
resourcing capacit 

 over time.

Strategic stakeholder 
interviews

Analysis – 
thematic, descriptive, 

and evaluative. Mapping 
relationships and change

Continued review against 
the VRU developed TOC 

and key objectives
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Place-based level (Localities)
This tier of evaluation aims to better understand and assess the impact of the VRUs work within the place 
based projects.  The VRU has 8 place based projects; the earliest of which commenced in December 2019 and 
the most recent in November 2020. 

The place-based evaluation is seeking answers to the following questions:

 + What is the perception of violence and safety in communities and potential solutions?

 + What is the level of visibility and understanding of the approach and work of the VRU?

 + What are the key levers and barriers in achieving the VRU outcomes?

 + How the pilots have engaged with local communities and what could be done to engage them more?

 + What community assets exist (both formal and informal) that violence reduction can draw upon and how 
they have changed as a result of the interventions?

 + How inequality, deprivation and ethnic diversity relate to the challenges, development and outcomes of 
the pilots?

 + What has the impact of COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter been on the pilots?

 + Are there are any gaps in existing provision in relation to violence reduction work?

 + What are the mechanisms to ensure that local people own and continue to take forward the local pilot 
projects, with identified success measures?

 

Methods

The evaluation approach has been guided by an understanding of how the VRU’s approach to violence 
reduction takes into account spatial dependence and the maximisation of social and institutional networks 
locally (i.e. the development of collective efficacy).

The pandemic context and the prolonged kicking off and preparatory phases as a result of the stop/start nature 
of single year funding cycles have meant it was not possible to recruit and train local people from the pilot 
areas to become community researchers. The evaluation partners have instead deployed a team of 6 existing 
community researchers from the Birmingham area to gather data for the place-based evaluation. They are 
undertaking the interviews, observations, and informal conversations.

The research has focused on 3 of the more established place-based projects:

 + Hillfields in Coventry

 + Three Estates in Kings Norton

 + Walsall College.

These areas were chosen because the work of the VRU was well underway and included a variety of projects.  
These are very different localities in terms of their centrality, socio-economic and ethnic profile, existing 
infrastructure and social assets.

A bespoke approach was agreed with the Community Navigator for each area based on a qualitative 
framework. This includes 15 in-depth interviews and ethnographic studies including observations of meetings, 
training sessions, services and localities, alongside informal conversations with individuals who live in the area.

Fifteen interviews are taking place in each area and include:

 + 5 interviews with key stakeholders who are significant actors in the local community and/or members of 
the steering group, for example, the Police, the NHS (midwives, health visitors, GPs), Probation Services, 
Social Care Services, Youth Offending teams, Education Services, Local Community Leaders, Faith 
Organisations, the Fire Service, Employment Services, Voluntary and Community Organisations. This 
includes some people who have not been closely involved in the VRUs pilot but whose work relates to the 
activity undertaken.

 + 5 interviews are being undertaken with provider organisations (which between them work with a range 
of ages) that have been commissioned to deliver interventions related to the VRU outcomes.

 + 5 interviews are also being undertaken with local residents and users of services, including those 
receiving support from the Commissioned Projects and represent difficult to engage with/vulnerable 
groups.

Current updates and findings

All interviews and observations of steering group meetings and training sessions have had to take place online. 
Observations within localities and within services have had to be deferred until the restrictions have been lifted. 
The emerging findings are based on initial meetings with the delivery manager and the Community Navigators, 
2 interviews and 4 observations so are limited at this stage.

It appears that the role of the community navigators has been the catalyst in bringing key individuals and 
organisations together and facilitating the pilots. Some work in relation to violence reduction was taking place 
prior to the VRU commissioning interventions, but this tended to happen in an ad hoc way and was not co-
ordinated across the relevant area. The steering groups have provided an opportunity for a wide range of 
organisations to come together both formally and informally.

The approach of the Police is critical. It is recognised that they have a challenging role in ‘policing’ an area, 
but this needs to be undertaken in a way that engages with the local community. They need to be willing to 
attend events and have a community presence, communicating with people and developing a relationship 
based on trust. Examples have been given of individuals within the Police Force that have developed excellent 
relationships within schools.

Individuals in all the currently interviewed areas described how any trouble is often caused by people from 
outside of the area itself. Work undertaken with children and young people within the area may help to prevent 
them getting involved in some of these activities in the future. However, it will not resolve the problems caused 
by individuals and groups coming into the locality. Knife-crime is a major concern, and there have been serious 
incidents such as stabbings as well as shootings but for many individuals concerns in relation to safety are 
focused more on living in high-rise accommodation with the risks of arson attacks, with these having become a 
reality for some families.

Serious incidents, such as those described above, receive significant media attention as well as wide 
dissemination on social media, helping to portray the areas as dangerous places. Individuals in the areas feel 
strongly that a counter-narrative needs to be promoted, that presents young people in a more positive light, 
encourages people to feel safer in their local communities and enables young people to reclaim the areas 
where they live.

Programme level (VRU)
Understanding how all of the activity of the VRU contributes to the overall objectives of reducing violence and 
to the outcomes identified within the VRUs theory of change.  In 20/21 this theme of work is also exploring 
how the VRU has changed as it has become more established and the impact of delivering in the context of 
Covid-19 and the Black Lives Matter movement.

The evaluation will explore how initial learning has been taken forward and what lessons are already 
emerging. A blend of qualitative and quantitative methods will be used to understand how key relationships, 
the VRUs capabilities and outcomes/impacts are developing.
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This will involve stakeholder interviews and workshops/focus groups including – amongst others - members 
of the VRUs Executive Group and project providers. Combined with the evaluation of interventions and place-
based pilots (see sections above) this aims to explore the complexity involved in delivering a violence reduction 
approach. 

An evaluation framework containing a range of process and outcome measures is due to be produced, in order 
to understand the contribution of different activities to the overall VRU objectives.

Methods

Phase one concentrated on a number of themes, interviewing staff and stakeholders to gain a fuller 
understanding of:

 + The approach being adopted by the VRU

 + The roles and responsibilities of different actors within and around the VRU

 + The activities and projects being delivered by/through the VRU

 + The anticipated outcomes for the VRU, at system and project level

 + How the ambitions & work of the VRU are affected by COVID-19 – short & long term.

Phase two is underway. This repeats and builds on phase one, to capture reflections from approximately 20 
interviews on developments as the unit enters its second year of funding, and the first full year of activity comes 
to a close. This phase will also involve scoping possible data sources to measure impacts and outcomes on 
reducing violence in the West Midlands. 

The key themes to be developed in this second phase are:

 + The evolution of the approach being adopted by the VRU and how the whole system is working together, 
including how and where the VRU engages with key strategic partners

 + Exploring the relationships between the VRU and statutory or local authorities

 + An updated analysis of the roles and responsibilities of key actors within and beyond the VRU

 + A refreshed look at the activities and projects being delivered by and through the VRU, noting which 
priorities have changed and which have continued

 + Identifying whether a refining of the anticipated outcomes of the VRU at project and place level has been 
required and why/why not

 + Exploring how the theory of change fist in with the programme?

Current updates and findings

 + Contact has been made with relevant partners in order to conduct the scoping exercise

 + The in-depth interviews are in the process of happening, with an aim to complete these by the end of 
January with analysis completed by the close of March 2021.

Developing a Theory of Change - Evaluation implications and support

Understanding and articulating clearly what and how the VRU is setting out to reduce violence is an important 
starting point for evaluation. The VRUs current theory of change sets this out and is described more on pages 
19-21.

The VRUs Theory of Change has evolved over the course of the year, in line with the need to co-produce this 
and to build first the trust and connections with communities, providers, practitioners and strategic leaders.

The VRU has listened to feedback from stakeholders in structuring its resources and capabilities this 
year, increasing the resources that are able to support system change. With both a growing sense of the 
requirements others had of the VRU and a growing understanding of the capabilities we could undertake 
to provide, the unit was well placed to consolidate this into its first published Theory of Change during the 
autumn.

The unit developed the Theory of Change through a number of iterations, circling between staff, providers, and 
system leaders from the VRUs executive group. Each of these conversations added clarity to our relationships 
and to our shared sense of opportunity and ambition. Some of these workshops were facilitated by our 
evaluation partners, the University of Wolverhampton who have acted as critical friend to the unit throughout 
this process.

The VRU is working closely with University partners to publish this current version of the Theory of Change 
in an academic peer-reviewed journal to add to the evidence base, particularly around the co-produced 
methodology described above. We are also working together to develop outcome measures.



Summary
The annual report provides an overview of the key ambitions and aims of the VRU and details the different 
strands of the unit which work together to achieve the main overarching goal of reducing violence across the 
region. These include: Governance, the VRU place-based approach in localities, the different thematic areas 
and Evaluation. This year has focused wholly on embedding structures and creating relationships which will 
form the foundation of decision making over the next year, allowing diverse perspectives to influence change in 
the region.

The report highlights key relationship building activities and how they contribute to the long term cultural 
change the VRU aims to create. It brings together work undertaken across the different thematic areas as well 
as within partnership networks to provide an overview of key successes, challenges and learning generated 
over the past year. It also provides insight into the key areas of focus in terms of evaluation and the importance 
of creating an effective and comprehensive structure to assess and review the impact of the work detailed in 
this report.

Looking Ahead

This year, we have undergone a significant period of consolidation and refinement, whilst navigating through 
a challenging, and at times frightening context. In establishing a core programme of work, we have sought 
to develop a holistic and multi-faceted response to preventing violence that embeds partnership working 
and delivers with and through local places. Activity has centred on developing partnerships and relationships 
within key sectors to ensure interventions and resources are responsive to the needs of local stakeholders. In 
developing strong local violence prevention offers, we have aimed to ensure that violence prevention offers in 
local places have a strong degree of sustainability. Activity is strengthened as much by the people and new 
relationships forged, as it is by the resource provided by the unit.

Invariably, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact across VRU delivery and created 
unprecedented challenge in regards effective engagement with partners, key stakeholders and service users. 
We have, and continue to adapt in response to the changing needs of those it is within our remit to protect and 
support. In 21/22 we will seek to reflect the changing needs and demands that have been identified during this 
period, ensuring that providers and partners are well equipped to prevent and respond to escalation of risk and 
harm.

We will also consider how we can extend and strengthen our various governance arrangements to ensure 
a consistency of information flow, opportunities to influence and shape work and share learning. This may 
include the nomination of ‘champions’ at a strategic and operational level whose role it will be to work across 
the various board structures sharing learning and key updates on a quarterly basis.

Additionally, we have built on a strong legacy of violence prevention activity within a West Midlands context, 
inheriting a number of evidence-based interventions from legacy programmes such as the Gangs and Violence 
Commission, while also developing a number of new pilots. Interventions developed over the course of the 
20/21 delivery year were at differing stages of maturity and all had varying degrees of evidence supporting 
their efficacy and impact within a West Midlands context. All are to be robustly evaluated, however it is 
unlikely that the results of these evaluations will be available until 21/22, at which time they will inform the 
development of the interventions going forward.

There are a number of key cross-cutting themes emerging from the 20/21 delivery year which we will explore 
going forward. These include:

 + Family support; providing a holistic intervention that seeks to engage with families, either as direct 
beneficiaries or through a contextual safeguarding lens

 + Peer-support; nurturing and enhancing voices of shared experience, to ensure messaging and 
engagement is effective

 + ETE; providing meaningful alternatives and follow-on opportunities for service users

CONCLUSION CONCLUSION
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 + Arts and positive diversionary activities

 + Engaging and supporting females; Ensuring breadth of interventions consider and adequately cater to 
the specific needs of female cohorts, recognising practitioners indicate there can be a system tendency to  
contextualise female risk through a CSE lens at the expense of understanding broader risk/harms

 + Addressing inequality and disproportionality; recognition of disproportionality in regards risk factors and 
how these overlap and are exacerbated by social and health inequality

 + Capacity building and increased focus on sharing learning to support the sector to ‘deliver better’; 
Empowering the sector to consistently share and connect with one another to improve practice. 
Recognising the role the VRU can play in facilitating focused learning sessions, collating and sharing 
learning and engaging strategically with sectoral experts in knowledge creation and preservation.
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