Relationshipbased Practice
learning event
Summary and evaluation

On the 5th October 2021, the Life Changes Trust hosted an online webinar,
entitled ‘Relationship-based Practice Learning Event’.
The Life Changes Trust views relationships as the heart of meaningful
engagement with young people with care experience. We believe that trust is
the foundation of relationship building and crucial for any young person with
care experience, particularly those who may not have felt acknowledged or
listened to before.
The purpose of this webinar was to explore the impact and learning that has
come from two Trust-funded initiatives - Creative and Active Lives and Workforce
Development - both of which had a focus on building relationships and having
them central to their work. We began funding these initiatives in 2018, and we
then appointed The Lines Between to carry out an evaluation of these projects,
to examine the outcomes they achieved individually; and to explore the role
that relationship-based practice played in their approach, and what influence
this approach had within their organisational cultures.
During the webinar, we looked at what we can learn from these projects and how
we can encourage this relational approach in our own work and that of others.
The evaluation report was launched during the event. You can find it, along with
the summary report and the webinar recordings, on our website: https://www.
lifechangestrust.org.uk/relationship-based-practice-evidence-and-learning
This document is a brief summary of the event, which we hope will provide
additional opportunities to share learning on key areas of this work.
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Summary of the event
Programme
The event was chaired by Carole Patrick, the Life Changes Trust’s Director
of Evidence and Influencing for the Young People with Care Experience
programme.
We first heard from Mhairi Reid, Evidence and Influencing Coordinator at the
Trust, who talked about what ‘relationship-based practice’ looks like and feels
like to us as a Trust - in our own practices as an organisation, with young people
and with those we fund.

“This is about how we all work together to
support young people to live their best life.
It’s not simple or easy, but it’s worth it. It
requires us to challenge ineffective processes,
constraints and opinions around how money
and time should be spent. It also requires an
investment in and from us as individuals. But
the return on that investment… well, it’s a life
changing one.”
We also heard from three of our funded projects – Aberlour’s Love Inc project,
the Fostering Network’s Young Advocates and the Citizen’s Theatre ‘We Are
Citizens’ project – as they talked about their take on what relationships meant
within the context of their projects, and beyond.

“The relationships that we’ve built (…) have
made the project the success it’s been.”
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Lorraine Simpson and Mike Nicholson from the Lines Between gave an
overview of the evaluation of our Creative and Active Lives and Workforce
Development initiatives and looked at the key learning and key messages
around relationship-based practice. Read more on page 4.
We listened to ‘The Place That I Call Home’ a beautiful song by the Young
Advocates project, who used music and the arts as a way of having their voices
heard and tackling the stigma that surrounds care.
The webinar ended with a Q&A panel session, during which panellists answered
questions from the delegates. You will find the key discussion points on page 7.
You can watch the webinar as a whole or watch the stand-alone presentations
on our website: https://www.lifechangestrust.org.uk/relationship-based-practiceevidence-and-learning
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Key Messages
There were some key messages from the evaluation evidence that should
be considered by stakeholders regarding the benefits of relationship-based
practice.
Trust and relationship-based practice
 Trust is the root of relationship-based practice. It is crucial for young people,
particularly for those who may not have felt acknowledged or listened to
before.
 Staff developed relationships with young people through demonstrating trust
and belief in the people they work with. In doing so, they reinforced that
young people’s feelings and opinions matter, and that their experiences and
perspectives are valid.
 For staff working with young people, trust means making space to spend time
with them, sincerely listening to them, and building an understanding of their
experiences and how that might influence the way that they engage with
others or how much they might buy into a service.
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Impact of the relationship-based approach on the projects’ practices
 For some projects, this was the first time they worked with young people with
care experience. For those, some radical changes in understanding and in
practice emerged.
 Adaptation took place across all the projects, partly because of the learning
that emerged and partly because it was forced by the context of COVID. Staff
were consciously trying to work differently, making time to speak to young
people in different ways, allowing agenda-free conversations to happen.
 These conversations brought a new understanding between staff and young
people. It allowed for stronger, more equal and more open relationships to
form.
 Some projects set out to shift power dynamics and ensured that boundaries
were different from those they might traditionally have had between young
people and staff before.
 Care experience began to be looked at differently: young people’s experiences
of the care system and their knowledge became viewed as an asset. For
example, their knowledge helped to change referral processes, or the way that
engagement took pace.
 It led to shifts in practice to better meet young people’s needs, such as
changing the staffing structure for the project’s delivery, adjusting the delivery
environment or the timing or format of the sessions.
 In the Workforce Development initiative, viewing care experience as an asset
led to very specific pieces of work which could impact a workforce:
» Fostering Network: young people produced a set of resources aimed at
teachers
» Barnardo’s: young people who had experience of being allocated
housing and living independently for the first time became involved in
the design of supported flats for other young people. Their experience of
housing department procedures also led to changes in protocols
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Impact of the relationship-based approach on young people
 Young people across the two initiatives said they felt safer.
 Their needs were being met.
 Young people wanted to be involved and stay involved.
 They saw that what they were sharing was influencing change in the staff and
organisations they were working with.
 Collectively, it fed young people’s confidence and belief that they could be
open and honest about their experiences and circumstances.
Impact of COVID-19
 The move to online provision was difficult for some young people who didn’t
want to engage in that way.
 However, online connection led to greater informality: people’s homes and lives
became more visible to each other, and pets, musical instruments or posters in
the background were great conversation ice-breakers.
 Adapting delivery and offering online support led to flexibility in how and
when projects worked with young people. Staff used new and different
channels to engage with them.
Challenges and risks
 Forming stronger and deeper relationships meant that there were concerns
around blurring the lines around appropriateness and boundaries.
 Staff sometimes actively established boundaries to strike a balance between
personal and professional commitments or to manage the expectations of the
young people they worked with.
 Some projects took a more formalised approach to managing boundaries,
where they co-created agreements with young people that set out guidelines
around appropriateness.
 For this approach to work, there needs to be a buy-in from organisations and
support at senior level to have the time and resources to build relationships.
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Key discussion points
During the Q&A session, panellists answered the delegates’ questions about
relationship-based practice. The panel members were:
 Mhairi Reid, the Life Changes Trust
 Lorraine Simpson, The Lines Between
 Sylvia Douglas, MsMissMrs
 Carolyn Sawers, the Corra Foundation
What relationship-based practice means
 Corra Foundation’s research project ‘Connections are Key’ (2019) highlighted
the importance of all relationships: between people and practitioners, between
practitioners working across different sectors and between people in their
communities.
 “It’s not what you do, it’s the way that you do it.” For a funder, that means
being available when people have questions, making long-term grants and
making sure people with lived experience have a leading role.
 Relationship-based practice means taking your time, respecting other people’s
views and ideas, debating and compromising, and hanging about long enough
to see what you can do together.
 Relationships are crucial, and take a long time to build. From the first phone
call or the first cup of tea, we must ensure to create an environment where
people feel safe and valued in order to build that connection and trust. “When
you come from a place of hurt and pain, there’s a duty of care to make sure
that you offer a community that is curious, that there is a consistency,
there’s honesty and there’s safety around those shared experiences.”
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Creating relationships at a practical level
 “Invest in the relationship first, everything else will flow from there.”
 Take the time to understand and remember elements of an interaction with a
person (i.e. favourite biscuit, plans for the weekend) and follow up.
 You don’t have to be an extrovert to be great at making relationships: some
people prefer a gentler approach and quiet spaces. Understand yourself, how
you form relationships, what works for you, and build it into your practice.
 There is no quick way to build a relationship with someone, you need to spend
time to get to know one another.
 There needs to be support and direction at senior level - organisations need to
buy into this way of working so you have the resources and time needed.
 You can recruit some people with specific aptitudes, just as you would recruit
for specific skills. This must be balanced with support for staff to gain these
skills too.
 Acknowledge that you might not be the right person to build that relationship.
This is why it’s important to have a team that is diverse, with a variety of
personalities and experiences.
 It’s not about homogenisation and making everyone the same, rather it is
about understanding everyone’s role within the team, getting to know young
people and their experiences in whatever way suits your role.
 Nuance matters. Don’t get rid of all the rules and processes, as people need to
be safe and protected, but don’t take a ‘blanket approach’ to everything either.

8

Management and leadership roles in relationship-based work
 Be flexible, it’s about being there and being present. Staff can only do that
when given full permission to take the time needed to build trust.
 The organisation’s cultural environment is important. Managers and leaders
have a duty of care and must set an example.
 Leaders must keep risk, money, pressures about outcomes, etc. in their place.
These are important, but must not take up too much headspace. Use more of
your time and headspace for the journey ahead.
 Let go a bit more, be a bit braver, let things play out. “Getting to know each
other as humans creates the foundation for so many unexpected things that
we could never anticipate when we’re trying to set goals and outcomes at the
beginning of any kind of programme.”
 Acknowledge that, as managers, it can be a tough call. It is important to
constantly be having these conversations within our organisations, because we
all need support to be able to work in that way.
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What relationship means
During the webinar, delegates were asked to write what relationships means to
them in one word. This is what they said:

interest

two-way

connection
joy

loyal

empathy

love

happy

safety

journey

honest

generous

relaxed

care

links
happiness

others

safe

strain

time

acceptance
connected

stimulation
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trusting

loyalty

honesty

authentic process

encouragement

warmth

life

friends

connections

enduring

commitment

respect

real

trust

comfort

family

nurture

strength
accepted

long

support

listening
fun

shared
attached
net

Feedback
Event feedback
“Ground rules, shared values, codes of conduct actually
developed with young people...we see this a lot.”

“I think that’s an important point, about getting the right
people in place as this is just as important as their skills,
experience and qualifications.”

“Thank you for this, it’s been fascinating and incredibly
moving and helpful.”

“Thank you everyone, this has been such a rich webinar.
Feel like watching it again will be really useful too, so
look forward to getting the recording and reflecting back
on discussion.”
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Twitter feedback
“Trust. Love. Safe. Connection. Joy… Just some of the
words flooding the chat in our relationship-based practice
event today. It was thought-provoking & emotional - as
this stuff should be. Thanks to everyone.”

“Thanks to the @LifeChangesTrst for hosting this
conversation - a wealth of new stories, ideas and
evidence on the importance of relationship-based
practice.”

“Thank you @LifeChangesTrst for a morning webinar
looking at relationship-based practice! Go slow,
be consistent, and value that young person’s lived
experience.”

“’If you put the work into the relationship then the
other stuff, it comes, it really comes’ Words of wisdom
from @LoveIncProject1 - so enjoying this webinar on
Relationship-based policy + practice this morning!”
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Email feedback
‘We were so proud to take part in this event. It was a
lovely, warm space and reinforced the importance we
place on relationships.’

‘The 3 sessions I attended yesterday and today as part of
the relationship-based practice event were brilliant – all
different and all exceptionally informative and engaging.
What a lovely group of people. I really enjoyed the time
out.’
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Getting in touch
If you have any queries or wish to share your
views and ideas, you can contact the Life
Changes Trust in a number of ways:
Phone:

0141 212 9600

Email:

enquiries@lifechangestrust.org.uk

Website:

www.lifechangestrust.org.uk

