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The past decade has seen a previously unprecedented focus within public policy in the U.K. on the lives of young people and the implementation of services to work with them. Much of this focus has been guided by over-arching strategic visions outlining new ways of working with young people. Most notable was the much-vaunted ‘vision for the new millennium’ (DfEE, 1999) during the first term of the current Labour government, which was embodied in the formation of the Connexions service (SEU, 1999; Connexions, 2000).

Severe problems were noted relating to the numbers of young people who were socially excluded or at risk of becoming so, and support and guidance was ‘patchy’ (DfEE, 1999:17), with a fragmented system of services providing varying levels of help of inconsistent quality. These issues influenced a new strategic vision calling for a ‘radical approach’ to youth services that would bring together the systems for local delivery of support, end institutional fragmentation, and provide a comprehensive, socially inclusive full-service advice and support function to all 13 to 19 year olds (SEU, 1999:9-14). This new service, the heart of the strategic vision in question, was Connexions.

Connexions began with the express intention of bringing the range of services supporting young people into a ‘coherent whole’ (Connexions, 2000:6), and providing a universal service of advice and guidance for all young people to enable them to make a successful transition to independent adulthood, and also providing intensive, targeted support for those with specific problems. This mix of advice and guidance with intensive support would thus ‘contribute to greater stability in the lives of young people’ (Connexions, 2000:12), and tackle problems linked with an identified ‘cycle of deprivation and dependency’ such as long-term unemployment, lack of post-16 education and training, poor health and criminal behaviour.

More than four years after Connexions was phased in around England, it was noted that there had been some success in its achievement of these aims. However, the 2005 Green Paper, Youth Matters, noted that still ‘the various organisations providing services and help for young people do not work together as effectively or imaginatively as they should’ and ‘not enough is being done to prevent young people from drifting into a life of poverty or crime’ (DfES, 2005a:4). The new strategic vision outlined in the paper contained responses to many of the same ‘challenges’ that were cited for action in the prior policy documents, such as integrating disparate services into a coherent whole, providing advice and guidance to help young people make effective decisions about their future, and instituting a system of tailored and intensive support for young people who have more serious problems (DfES, 2005a).

These acknowledged failures to achieve what was envisioned and the fact that such similar challenges appear as keystones of two consecutive strategic visions for services suggest that there has been a gap between the creation of policy strategies and the operationalisation required to implement them effectively. Indeed, our recent Connexions Impact Study (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004) noted that, whilst there were local successes and some evidence of general good practice, there were also a range of problems which meant that in practice goals outlined in the strategic vision underpinning Connexions were not met, and desired impact on the lives of young people was failing to take place.

This paper will draw and expand upon evidence from the Connexions Impact Study, with which the authors were centrally involved, to explore some of the main problems which contributed to failure to fulfil the strategic vision behind Connexions. It will aim to consider both the strategic vision itself and the context in which it was implemented (Munton, 2006). It will contend that the major problems should be considered in the broader political, social, institutional and financial contexts within which Connexions existed, and will conclude by considering the lessons this might hold for future services aiming to meet similar policy visions.

The research evidence
The Connexions Impact Study carried out 855 interviews with young people and 444 with Connexions personal advisers (PAs) and other adult workers between April 2003 and July 2004 with the aim of examining the implementation of Connexions and its impact on the lives of young people. Analysis of the interviews drew upon both qualitative and quantitative analytical approaches.

The young people interviewed ranged in age from 12 to 23 (three-quarters of participants were 15-17, 9% were 14 and 9% 18). Sampling was purposive, targeting young people in Connexions Priority Groups I (PI) and II (PII): those deemed to be facing substantial problems (such as school resistance, underachievement, substance misuse, offending, living in care, not being in employment, education or training, young parents, etc.), needing intensive support, and those considered “at risk” of not participating effectively in education or training (DfES, 2001a, 2001b). Young people were selected from those designated as PI and PII on Connexions cohort lists and by making contacts through PAs and agencies (Youth Offending Teams (YOTs), Drug and Alcohol Action Teams (DAATs), foyers, health projects, etc.) with young people with specific problems (substance misuse, offending, school resistance, etc. – see Hoggarth & Smith 2004) likely to put them in Connexions priority groups I and II.

51% of the young people were male and 49% female. 4.6% classified themselves as belonging to Black ethnic categories, 3.4% Asian, 3.4% mixed or other categories, and 88.6% White categories. Approximately 17% were not in education, employment or training (NEET) when interviewed.

Of the adult workers, 252 were Connexions Personal Advisers (PAs), 36 teachers, 22 youth workers, 16 voluntary sector workers, 11 educational social workers or welfare officers, 7 Department for Education and Skills (DfES) staff, and the remaining 100 from other roles, including health professionals, learning mentors, counsellors, YOT and DAAT workers, etc.

Processes in service implementation
The Connexions Impact Study drew on Connexions management data and interviews with PAs and young people to produce an ‘abstract and idealised’ (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004:55) model of the processes by which young people enter and move through the service, from referral and initial assessment, through trust-building, advice, guidance and support, through to case closure and follow-up. This process model proved useful for conceptualising the different types of interaction that occur throughout Connexions’ work with young people and for examining how impact is made or lost with young people  at different stages.

For the sake of simplicity and a wider relevance, this paper will consider service implementation in three general stages: referral pathways and entry into the service; assessment, relationship building and support; and follow-up and case closure. These stages, and the problems with their implementation, are ones that, although discussed here in the context of Connexions, will be relevant to future services seeking the kind of impact outlined in the strategic policy visions discussed above.

I: Referral pathways and entry into the service
The Connexions strategy of providing an integrated system of universal support, advice and guidance for all young people alongside targeted and intensive support for those in need of it is implemented in the first instance through direct delivery of guidance and support by PAs deployed in various settings (schools, colleges, “one-stop” shops and centres, YOTs, outreach settings, etc.). This is supplemented by brokering support, making referrals and working in partnership with other youth-oriented agencies when required.

Clearly, if Connexions (or any service superseding it) is to fulfil this remit, there must be effective means for getting young people into contact with the service and assessing their needs, or for young people with identified needs to be referred to the service to receive the intensive support that they need. However, there was no clear match between the degree of risk young people displayed and the degree of support received from Connexions (1). Indeed, those at highest risk (having 3 or 4 risks compounded) were roughly twice as likely to have seen a PA only once, twice or never at all as they were to have received ongoing, intensive support.

The reliance on school-based PAs
One key observation was that, although there are ideally a number of ways for young people to come into contact with Connexions (including outreach, self-referral, and referral from other agencies), the universal provision in schools formed the major experience of Connexions for most young people (2), and there was a disproportionate reliance on school-based PAs to make first contact with them towards the end of their compulsory education.

Over two-thirds (67.5%) of young people interviewed who had heard of Connexions had done so through school. The proportion of young people of school age having no contact at all with Connexions was around 50% at age 13, 22% at 14, 17% at 15, and only 10% at 16. This bears out a recurring observation from the interviews: young people were most commonly initially targeted for contact during their last two years of compulsory schooling, typically through short individual interviews undertaken with a whole year group in turn.

Due to this focus, however, the service failed to bring in many young people who, nominally at least, were priorities for targeted (and potentially preventive) intervention but under or over the age at which these meetings occurred, or not in school.

One illustration of this is in the following extract from an interview with a 13 year-old male with mild learning difficulties who, despite a notable history of academic underachievement (amongst other emerging problems) and the obvious presence of Connexions in his school (including a dedicated Connexions lounge), had not had any contact with them: 

I: When was the first time that you heard the word ‘Connexions’?
R: I might have seen a leaflet on it or something… but I don’t know anything about it to be honest.
I:  OK. What do you think it’s about?
R:  Connecting people like the Nokia advert.  
I:  (Laughs) Right. […] So you haven’t spoken to any classmates or friends that know anything about it?
R:  No.


Some young people who encountered problems after leaving school similarly did not come into contact with mechanisms which could draw them into the service – as one remarked, ‘since I’ve left school, they just don’t wanna know!’ Also significant is that young school resisters (those who regularly deliberately miss parts of their pre-16 education) were frequently lost to the service, and there did not seem to be reliable mechanisms to bring them into it (3).

These problems should not be seen merely as an oversight in implementation. It has long been known that the presence in schools of young people most at risk is unreliable, and that their appearance on official cohort lists problematic (e.g. DMAG, 2005) The attempt must be made to understand these issues in the context of the political reality within which the service was implemented. For instance, it is important to acknowledge the vast and complicated remit and comparatively limited resources that it had. Whilst Connexions had around twice the budget of the previous careers service, its remit was massively wider and caseloads much more demanding (NAO, 2004; DfES, 2005b). Significantly, Connexions had to work to a budget allowing for the employment of only around half the number of PAs envisaged when original estimates of required staffing levels were made. This was simply not sufficient for Connexions to fulfil its remit as both a universal and a targeted service (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004; DfES, 2005b). In 2004 the total number of PAs in post was considerably fewer than estimates indicated would be needed just to support those requiring intensive support (NAO, 2004).

It is thus perhaps reasonable to see reliance on final- and penultimate-year school-based interviews to make initial contact as reflective of a climate in which Connexions had to marshal scarce resources at a point when a large proportion of young people were likely to have need of them, and thus fulfil a part of its remit (universal advice and guidance) as broadly as possible. Young people’s lives can be complex and changeable, however, and focusing contact-making efforts in this way, via one specific route into the service, operates at the expense of others and risks leaving many who need targeted, intensive support to fall through the gaps and go unsupported.

Problems with inter-agency referrals
Although there are problems with the degree to which school-based PAs were relied upon, these were not the only means by which young people could be drawn into Connexions. Another possibility was referral from other agencies or institutions. However, this process was frequently hampered by inadequate sharing of information and joint working between agencies (4). 

As pointed out early on in the assessment of Connexions (Smith & Hoggarth, 2003), the cultural and structural changes to working practices required to integrate, co-ordinate and streamline services and take up joint work and planning were massive, and this was always likely to be a long, difficult process. Interviews with PAs and other workers revealed varying degrees of uncertainty and occasionally mistrust along pre-existing professional boundaries (5).

In many cases, people in different services were unsure of protocols for sharing information (6); in others poor inter-agency relationships meant that services which would ideally co-ordinate their efforts instead worked (often with the same young people) in isolation. The disturbance of professional identities and working paradigms presented significant problems. Differing ideals for working existed between Connexions and other services and within Connexions between PAs in different settings and from different professional backgrounds. Varying degrees of recalcitrance, poor relationships and strategies of professional resistance were noted along these boundaries, including refusals to accept management priorities and subversion of system processes to accommodate personal ideals of working (7).

PAs and other workers complained to researchers of the difficulties of working with other services, commenting, for instance, that important information about young people’s needs (such as health, special educational needs, or substance misuse) would not be routinely shared; that there were perceived power imbalances between different workers’ roles (especially surrounding Connexions’ interactions with social and mental health services); that services would often refuse referrals that Connexions had no other ways of working with; or that different services actually served in practice to undermine rather than complement one another.

This should not be seen solely as a problem originating within Connexions, however. Existing agencies initially often perceived Connexions as a potential threat (8). This, and concerns about withdrawal of independent resources and poor local inter-agency relationships formed at least part of these barriers to joined-up working (NAO, 2004). This is more an indication of the inherent difficulties of forming effective partnerships across existing professional boundaries than a direct criticism of any one service.

These observations bear out the acknowledgement (noted earlier) in the recent Green Paper that services ‘do not work together as effectively or imaginatively as they should’ (DfES, 2005a). Whilst there may remain a strategic vision to create coherence among disparate services, there needs to be an awareness of the practicalities and political realities involved in this. Without careful attention and (perhaps) time allowed for new working arrangements to bed in and problems worked through, it was always unlikely that the difficulties around this aspect of service implementation would be resolved.

Problems with self-referral and drop-in
Another route into Connexions was self-referral or drop-in by young people themselves. One problem here was that Connexions’ promotional activities did not impart a clear message about the service, leaving many young people confused about its nature. The emphasis on careers in Connexions’ branding exacerbated this, leading to common perceptions that it was only ‘there to help us along and… find work where you live’ or was a ‘job-centre for young people.’

This problem of uncertainty was pervasive, but other connected factors also discouraged self-referral and drop-in, including young people feeling over-scrutinised in Connexions shops and centres (‘there’s two desks right as you come in… you feel they know exactly what you’re doing… if you’re looking at sexual health brochures and that’), poorly located settings (away from places young people generally spend their time), and limited opening hours detracting from the impression that young people are welcome to drop in.

It is significant to consider here that Connexions initially took on most of the staff of the old careers service, and made use of its places of operation for its new shops and centres (Watts, 2001; Smith & Hoggarth, 2003). However, the layout and working culture of a shop for careers guidance is very different from what is required from a shop or centre where young people can drop in to find advice and support on a much wider range of (often sensitive and personal) issues. Overhauling and re-structuring such settings would clearly require a lot of time and investment, and at the time of the research not much had been done in many settings to change the environment from a careers-style shop to one offering universal and targeted support. As one young person put it, it was often all too clear that these settings are ‘the old careers shops re-branded.’

II: Assessment, relationship building and support
Once contact is established, needs must be assessed and a relationship established through which interventions and support can be provided. There were again several problems relating to these processes in Connexions.

School-based interviews and targeted support
A major problem was that contact with school-based PAs was frequently not effective in feeding into ongoing contact and targeted support for a variety of reasons (9). Indeed, of those young people attending school and displaying one or more of the educational risks discussed above who had met a PA at least once, only 46% went on to establish a pattern of ongoing contact. The remaining 54% either had only one further meeting with a PA or dropped out of contact entirely.

This was largely due to PA interviews and presentations in schools focusing disproportionately (often exclusively) on careers, education and training options, and failing to communicate the holistic nature of Connexions, to detect young people’s non-career related problems and plan appropriate interventions or referrals. The following interview extract illustrates this:

I: Can you remember how you first heard about Connexions?
R: Well, the first time I heard about Connexions was the day I got expelled. That was the first day they came to see us, and I got a folder and that off them […] they came to the school, the X School. It was the first day, and then I got expelled about an hour after.
I: So did Connexions know you were going to get expelled?
R: I told them what had happened … I can’t really remember what they said […]
I: So what did they talk to you about?
R: Um, about what I wanted to do when I was older, things like that. Jobs.

This was typical of a number of cases in which young people attended Connexions interviews in school at a time when they displayed one or more risk conditions linked to the likelihood of becoming NEET or socially excluded (SEU, 1999) – in the above case, school exclusion, substance misuse and academic underachievement. However, although such young people are high priorities for targeted and intensive support, their meetings with PAs often covered only careers-related subjects, with the result (as above) that their risk issues were not discussed and they did not enter the process by which targeted support could take place.

These observations resonate with the earlier point about different working cultures. As noted, Connexions took on members of staff and work settings from the careers service. Considerably more school-based PAs had a careers background than any other (over 40% of school-based PAs interviewed for whom background information is available). However, Connexions aimed to address the needs of young people in a holistic way, and this style of working was often grafted onto professionals with expertise, experience and working styles fostered in narrower and more specific roles. The move from specialised roles to the much broader PA role is a challenging one, involving radical changes the difficulty of which should not be underestimated (Smith & Hoggarth, 2003). For instance, one PA said, quite frankly, that, coming from a careers background, she lacked training and experience in dealing with many of the issues (particularly substance abuse) that young people face, and that she did not feel comfortable broaching these subjects in meetings (10).

It is clear that there was some awareness of the need for cultural change necessitated by the creation of the PA role and the requirement to link up universal and targeted provision, testified by the multi-million pound training scheme for PAs. One problem was take-up of training. The potential drain on already stretched capacity meant that managers had difficulty balancing caseload management and releasing staff for training, and many PAs remained less than fully trained (NAO, 2004). 

Other problems lay in the sheer scale of the difficulties of embedding the radical structural and cultural changes inherent in the advent of the Connexions service, and in defining and co-ordinating new roles and practice. This might in part be due to the complexity of the PA role and its natural evolution through practice. Widely differing conceptions of both the PA role and Connexions itself were held by PAs, specifically concerning the roles of PAs in schools and their links to other services and the links between universal and targeted aspects of the service (11). The fact that there remained a statutory duty to provide careers and educational guidance combined with potential pressures on school-based PAs by head teachers (Watts, 2001) can be expected to have complicated this further.

Establishing trust and rapport
Other key problems concerned the failure to establish a trusting relationship between young people and the key person working with them. The interactions between young people and adult worker(s), specifically the establishment of an effective rapport, are crucial. This was identified as the key mechanism through which impact is achieved, and one that is essential if advice, support and referrals are to be successful (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004).

However, it is often difficult to build trusting relationships with young people, especially those with multiple and profound risks or difficulties who may already possess negative orientations towards professional services – where “orientation” refers to attitudes, opinions, prior expectations, desires and goals. Building trusting relationships occurs in the context both of the young person’s orientations towards services, and how service workers respond to them.

Many of those who targeted for interventions by services (for instance, young parents, young offenders, substance abusers, etc.) have a number of sensitive, personal issues they may be wary about discussing with strangers, especially adults in apparent positions of authority. One notable cause of failure to establish trust and rapport early on in PA-young person relationships was premature use of official assessment tools (such as Connexions’ Assessment, Planning, Implementation and Review framework - APIR) or asking personal questions at too early a stage of interaction, before the appropriate level of trust has been developed (12). 

Whilst it is important to assess accurately the needs of young people as early as possible, this must be balanced against the real possibility of such assessment being negatively perceived as too intense or personal and damaging the vital fledgling relationship. It could be argued that, as a new service, Connexions did need to ensure the widespread and consistent use of its new assessment processes, but this (compounded by PAs new to their roles and sometimes lacking training, experience and/or confidence in the style of work required) often undermined the flexibility required to allow relationships to develop and led to many young people experiencing PA contact as intrusive, insensitive and unpleasant (13).

Hard targets and service responses
Another problematic issue was the targets that Connexions was assigned to work to, centred on reducing the proportion of young people in partnership areas who are NEET (14). Given the limited resources, increasing case loads and shortage of available staff hours (15), these targets often led to a heavy-handed focus on carrying out target-orientated interventions without full consideration of their suitability for the young person involved. This often worked to the detriment of building of an effective, trusting relationship with them (Yates and Payne, 2006). Elsewhere, this has been seen as creating an ‘enforcement counsellor’ role (Jordan & Jordan, 2000) in which the primary concern of service workers becomes compliance with a social policy regime and ‘co-ordinated surveillance’, rather than meeting the client’s real needs and providing ‘co-ordinated support’ (Watts, 2001; p.171).

Young people are often sensitive to feelings of not being listened to by adults, and a premature or indelicate focus on target-meeting outcomes rather than establishing trust and an individually-tailored response can give the impression that the key worker is not interested in needs that young people experience as urgent or pressing, or in finding interventions or destinations that are properly suited to them (Yates & Payne, 2006). 

Targeting priorities also acted to focus attention more on young people who could relatively easily or assuredly be moved into EET destinations at the expense of others who might have more urgent need of intervention, but thus did not receive attention. The young people most likely to receive less attention due to this are those who will not easily be moved into EET destinations, often because of profound or complex problems or risks they face which will affect their ability or willingness to do so (Yates & Payne, 2006). It is telling that one PA commented that she and her colleagues do not think of young people with the most pressing needs for support as ‘highest priority,’ but, in the climate of pressures to meet targets, as ‘hardest to help.’ 

In one sense, such targets form a key part of the means by which the success of services can be measured. However, when they are applied in a crude manner, they can discourage important preventative work and work on non-target-related outcomes, and undermine the flexibility  through which youth work most productively functions (e.g. Spence, 2004; Bessant, 2004) and which is required to build trusting relationships, produce individually-tailored responses, and focus on long-term goals (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004; NAO, 2004; Yates & Payne, 2006). 

III: Follow-up and case closure
Some final problems occurred after interventions had begun, when weaknesses in following-up cases, sustaining interventions and maintaining contact could still cause impact to be lost. 

Tracking young people through transition
Transitional points, where young people leave school, enter alternative education, or move geographically, need careful attention to avoid loss of contact. Geographical movement in particular made following-up and maintaining contact with young people difficult for Connexions, especially when they did not inform the service of their move. A number of alternative education providers told researchers than when they were not in the same catchment area as the original school, it was difficult to pass cases on to Connexions teams in the new area.

Other types of transition include young people entering or leaving custody, completing a YOT-supervised community sentence, leaving drug counselling or treatment, or leaving care. Where these were not tracked carefully young people missed out on contact with services at a time of extreme vulnerability. One young person illustrates this. After being expelled from school, and with a history of violence, he eventually received a 6-month custodial sentence. However, despite having ongoing contact with the PA attached to the YOT during his sentence, he told researchers, ‘from the time my license stopped… I didn’t see nobody,’ and he was lost to all services at a time when he says, ‘I had no school placement or nothing, and I was just getting bored not doing nothing.’

Tracking young people’s cases through geographical movement or change in life circumstances is crucial if a service is to provide an integrated and holistic system of support and guidance. There needs to be an effective sharing of information and inter-agency working between services (such as between YOTs and Connexions in the above example) and of co-ordinating the transfer of cases between different areas or partnerships. As has been shown, ideals of information sharing and joined up working are marred by human factors such as uncertainty, mistrust, and pre-existing professional boundaries – although there is evidence that things were improving in terms of co-ordinating databases (NAO, 2004). Aside from that, however, the co-ordinated management of the whole population of young people, many of whom lead transient lives, is a task of extreme logistical complexity, requiring considerable innovation in how existing databases are managed and feed into practice (Smith & Hoggarth, 2003).

Weaknesses in follow-up and monitoring
Additionally, it was often observed that cases of young people who had moved onto targeted destinations were closed without adequate follow-up and monitoring – perhaps not surprisingly given Connexions’ scarce resources and tight targets. Pressure on PAs to meet operational targets was connected to great effort to place young people in EET destinations, but this was frequently not matched by the effort required to sustain them in these destinations, follow up their progress, and intervene to address problems. When the work done to secure these moves or interventions was not matched by monitoring their suitability, sustaining and following-up their progress, there remained a risk that the young person would find the destination or intervention unsuitable or drop out when problems arose. All of the work put in to build a relationship, assess need, and negotiate support could thus be undone (see Yates & Payne, 2006).

Discussion
This paper has demonstrated a degree of disconnection between the overall strategic visions behind the Connexions and what, at the time of the study, the service had achieved. There were problems throughout the process by which the service worked with young people, from initial contact-making to follow-up and case closure. These realisations are timely in light of proposals for youth services in the recent Green Paper (DfES, 2005a), which sets out a radical reorganisation of service for young people in England, to be co-ordinated through new Children’s Trusts but maintaining Connexions in areas where it is performing well whilst ensuring that support and guidance services currently provided by Connexions ‘go local’ where possible. 

The goal of this paper has been to situate the problems and failures that beset Connexions in the context of a specific set of challenges posed by remit set out in the Connexions strategy, and the political, financial, social and institutional reality within which the service (and, one might add, future services succeeding it) had to operate.

One possible reason behind many of these problems and the failure of Connexions overall to deliver what was envisaged in the strategy behind it is that, as Watts (2001) suggests, its original design was flawed. Watts (2001) has argued that the design of Connexions followed an illogical path in subsuming all services for young people under a general concern for social exclusion, and conceptualising a service response for targeted interventions around which a universal service was conceived as a second-order consideration.

On the evidence presented here, it might be considered possible also that the breadth, nature and scale of the challenges facing Connexions were not fully anticipated, and that significant improvements might have been seen given more resources and more time to establish effective practice and evaluate and respond to problems. For instance, despite initial problems with PAs undertaking necessary training, increasing numbers were moving towards full training (NAO, 2004; Hughes, 2005). Also, as Hoggarth and Smith (2004) argue, at the time of the research the conception of the PA role was still evolving, both in policy statements and amongst PAs themselves and those they work with, and this might account for some of the confusion and inconsistencies that were observed surrounding it. 

With respect to the challenges of creating new roles spanning existing professional boundaries and instigating new roles and joined-up working across previously separate organisations, many of the problems relating to this might be seen as the ‘usual penalties’ (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004; p.51) of major reorganisation. Any large organisation undergoing a similarly large-scale series of changes might be expected to embody similar patterns of behaviour, with professional recalcitrance and resistance expected to be high in the initial stages. Time is needed to bed in new working practices and partnership arrangements and to work through presenting cultural and structural problems (Hoggarth & Smith, 2004).

With time and capacity to allow for the natural evolution of practice and confront early problems, more time and resources to recruit staff to levels predicted necessary, and negotiation and adaptation of working targets to take account of “softer” outcomes and lighten political pressure to focus so strongly on hard targets, it is perhaps not unreasonable to imagine that Connexions might have achieved significantly wider successes. In this sense, the wholesale nature of the changes to the organisation and remit of services for young people in England might be argued to be somewhat premature. It certainly seems unlikely given the challenges described here that Connexions was ever realistically going to fulfil its substantial remit inside four years given the scale of the challenges it faced, however finely its implementation was managed.

This invites the question of what the potential implications are of the problems and challenges discussed for the new organisation proposed for services (DfEs, 2005a). This is particularly important, as the proposed changes seem aimed at addressing Connexions’ failures through a reorganisation of service structures and implementation whilst, as has been commented, largely retaining the focus of the broad strategic policy visions behind them. 

There remains the general goal of providing universal and targeted support through integrated services – through new working arrangements, partnerships and multi-disciplinary teams co-ordinated through Children’s Trusts (DfES 2005a; ECOTEC 2006). It remains to be seen exactly what effects these changes will have in the long term, but the issues described above will hold relevant lessons for services currently or imminently in operation, as many of the same goals and challenges remain at the heart of the strategic vision underpinning them.

Firstly, the logistical challenge remains of maintaining a database of information about young people, tracking them across varied and unpredictable transitions, and ensuring that such information is accessed by those who need it and feeds effectively into practice. One could argue that this challenge actually increases with further changes to the structural organisation of services, more agencies being brought in, and children as well as young people entering the strategic remit (see DfES 2005a). Indeed, there are some early indications of difficulties in this area, with uncertainty emerging over how tracking is to be maintained and how systems compatibility can be managed across the databases of different agencies (ECOTEC, 2006).

Similarly pertinent is the issue of resources. Clearly, any service is limited in what it can feasibly deliver by its personnel and the financial resources allocated to it. For a service (or set of integrated services) to fulfil the broad policy vision of providing integrated support by co-ordinating universal services for all young people and targeted support for those in need (DfES 2005a), a shortage of finances and personnel is likely severely to hamper its ability to function as required. Such problems were clearly demonstrated in Connexions.

It is uncertain at this stage, of course, to what extent financial constraints will impact upon the new service structure. There are already concerns, however, that there is a current shortfall of professional advisers across services for children and young people (Hughes, 2005) which may be exacerbated by increasing difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff due to loss of motivation entailed by large-scale changes to working arrangements and uncertainty over future roles (ECOTEC, 2006). It thus might be assumed that many of the challenges noted in connection with these issues will also remain.

It is also significant that alongside a concern for recognising the broad, holistic needs of young people, there persists a focus on hard ‘performance indicators’ especially targets for reducing the number of NEET young people (DfES, 2005a). As has been argued here and elsewhere (Yates & Payne, 2006; see also Bessant, 2004; Spence, 2004), strong pressures to meet hard performance targets are apt to undermine the processes of participative engagement, flexibility and work on “softer” outcomes through which work with young people most productively functions.

The new vision for services also remains centred on ideals of co-ordinating and integrating services to provide a universal system of holistic and targeted support. There are thus likely to persist similar challenges to those noted with introducing new infrastructures, cultures and paradigms of working to different settings and professionals from a variety of backgrounds, creating and training for new professional roles, eroding previous professional boundaries, and requiring joined-up working across services. Initial difficulties have indeed been noted with integrating different working cultures, staff uncertainty and resistance to organisational change, dissatisfaction with proposed new roles, and the need for new, multi-agency skills (ECOTEC, 2006). As argued, overcoming these factors is likely to be a difficult process, requiring time and attention – time which is often not allowed in practice by the political realities in which services operate and by which they are judged.

Whatever organisational problems Connexions may or may not have had, it is notable that the challenges discussed here do not arise simply out of specific service delivery problems that could be relatively easily solved by reorganisation. Rather, they should be seen in the context of the strategic remit for services and in the political, structural, financial, institutional and socio-cultural contexts within which this strategy must be delivered. It thus seems that the challenges outlined here are likely to remain for future services aiming to fulfil the ongoing strategic vision for provision of advice, guidance and support for young people in England. Further reorganisation itself, in fact, may be expected to pose its own additional difficulties.

Notes

	“Risk” here is defined as the number of measured educational risk factors (school resistance, underachieving, learning difficulties, and emotional or behavioural problems) exhibited by young people. Hoggarth & Smith (2004), pp.70-73

Ibid., p.12, 80
Ibid., pp. 173-4
Ibid, pp. 48-50; also NAO (2004), p.23
See also NAO (2004) p.23, 42, 44
Noted throughout Hoggarth & Smith (2004): p.42, 50-1, 80, 85, 94, 147, 152, 181. See also Smith & Hoggard (2003), p. 64, 67-8
See Hoggarth & Smith (2004), pp.50-51, 54-55
	NAO (2004), pp. 42-44. Also, there are indications (DfES, 2005b) that from the outset there were active lobbies against Connexions’ roles in schools and the loss of professional identity of the careers service.

Hoggarth & Smith (2004), p.12, 80
For other examples, ibid., 139-141
Ibid, pp. 12-13, 48-52, 75-81
Ibid, pp. 133-4, 192
See also the discussion in Yates (forthcoming)
There were also other cross-government targets applied to Connexions, such as increasing levels of employment, education and training for specific groups (care leavers, young offenders, teenage mothers), and referring all young substance misusers to specialist support (NAO, 2004; pp.28-29).
These issues, discussed earlier, were noted in Hoggarth & Smith (2004), p. 47, 54, 79, 167, 173, 207, and NAO (2004) p. 7, 31-32, 42
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