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East Sussex Annual Cross-Sector Reflection and 
Learning Workshop 

Full notes  
Thursday 1st February, 2018 

Faraday House, 1 Faraday Close, Eastbourne BN22 9BH 
 
Objectives 

Morning:  

• To reflect on and identify lessons from current practice in system leadership, cross-
sector strategic collaboration and service design and delivery in East Sussex 

• To identify practical proposals for improving arrangements in these areas 

Afternoon: To examine arrangements for VCS dialogue, and to identify practical implications for 
SpeakUp 

CONTEXT 

Some thirty participants from both the voluntary and community sector (VCS) and the statutory 
sector (East Sussex County Council, NHS High Weald Lewes Havens Clinical Commissioning 
Group and Hastings and Rother Clinical Commissioning Group) in East Sussex met for a day for a 
cross-sector reflection and learning workshop. Jenny Watson introduced the day and explained 
the programme. The group examined the experience of system leadership, strategic collaboration, 
and service design and delivery in the morning. A slightly smaller group stayed in the afternoon to 
focus on the VCS, considering how the VCS engages in dialogue within the sector, and identified 
implications for SpeakUp.  

SYSTEM LEADERSHIP 

Alan Berresford, the facilitator, interviewed Helen Bowman and Jennifer Twist about their 
experience of co-ordinating and participating respectively in the DH VCSE Health and Wellbeing 
fund. Helen described the scheme and the approach taken, and both then shared lessons they 
had learned. Table groups discussed this case example, checked to what extent it matched their 
experience of system leadership, and identified lessons learned and made proposals for 
improvements. 

• Normalise the collaborative approach and associated behaviour which we developed in the 
bidding process to apply outside of the bidding process. Challenge instances where the 
collaborative approach is being undermined. 

• All of us be ready to shift between leadership and supportive roles: be comfortable with this. 
Have a clear plan in place so we all have the same understanding and aims for where we 
are headed, and agree a shared outcomes framework setting out what we are trying to 
achieve. 

• Re-visit systems leadership training and crystallise and disseminate learning, particularly 
about required behaviour. Build into the co-design framework. 

• ESHT is keen to have a better way of doing co-design: we need to have clearer co-design 
principles and practice. 

• Develop trust between both sectors, and also build on the existing trust between  
organisations within the VCS. Develop a shared understanding of each other’s sector, and 
of each other’s perspective. 
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• Develop a pipeline approach for future bids and areas for working together on ideas, bids 
and projects. Develop a structure to be used for future collaboration: work out a way to 
respond to opportunities and fast track urgent work in the future. 

• Foster clear, transparent and open communication: agree key messages. 

• Develop an outline structure for match funding, whilst recognising the pressures on 
statutory sector budgets. 

• Commissioners be more flexible within their constraints: be less specific and more creative 
in the future. Create the space for the right discussions to consider the bigger picture; move 
towards outcomes-based working.  

Additional Points 

• What doesn’t work well is the different bureaucratic structures and time scales in different organisations. 

• Recognise that there is a dependence on the final decisions being made within the statutory sector. 

• Recognise that the VCS has to hold a lot of risk and often can have only faith in future match funding. 

• Promote transparency, e.g. sharing details needed on match funding. 

• Clarify who is and who isn’t the decision-maker. Be aware of the friction created and the impact of this 
status. 

• There may potentially be a large number of people wishing to be involved: we need to recognise the reality 
that a smaller number will be required to make the process manageable. 

• Set up a point of contact for bids like this in order to reduce multiple duplicate conversations and to increase 
the speed of our response, 

• Make the shift from an individual provider perspective to a system-wide one. Note that the current 
commissioning process undermines this approach as it drives competition and an individualised approach. 

• When deciding who is to take the leadership role, choose who is best placed to deliver. 

• When planning a project, set out the leadership element and the supportive roles required. 

• Recognise the limited capacity of the VCS and the demand on VCS time. 

• Feed back to central government that it doesn’t work to request multi-year projects without a funding 
commitment. 

PROPOSALS TO IMPROVE CROSS-SECTOR COLLABORATION 
AND SERVICE DESIGN/DELIVERY 

Sally Polanski and Rebecca Luton set out the benefits and purposes of strategic collaboration, and 
gave a handout describing the various mechanisms currently in place. Table groups discussed 
what they had learned, identified what worked and what did not work, and made proposals for 
improvements. 

Behaviour 

• All participants encourage and model the necessary cultural and behavioural change. 

Engaging VCS more in strategic collaboration 

• Engage VCS in strategic planning, not just service planning. Be honest about where the 
planning and development process is at. Arrange briefings which enable full participation. 

• Create 50/50 opportunities for cross-sector dialogue. 

Clarifying the VCS engagement in each partnership and forum 

• Describe specifically, accurately and concisely the purpose and function of each forum and 
partnership. 
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• De-mystify governance structures, and work out a system for getting local issues onto the 
most appropriate agenda. 

• Design bespoke and flexible VCS involvement for each strategic priority. 

• Make explicit the parameters of each discussion. 

• Develop a shared ‘ready reckoner’ framework for each partnership: “Involve the right 
people.” 

• Clearly identify the shared expectations for VCS representatives in each space at all levels. 

• Create support or ‘buddy’ system for representatives where required. Consider changing 
the term’ representative’. 

• Publish key messages from every partnership structure. 

• Make explicit the VCS mechanisms for representation and feedback. 

Commissioning for sustainability in the long-term 

• Capture the current state of VCS delivery and sustainability issues (via the Market Position 
Statement process). 

• Recognise the autonomy and independence of the organisation being contracted – for 
example, the names of services ‘owned’ by commissioners. 

• Mitigate against inequality in service design by using an asset-based approach, recognising 
the vulnerabilities of communities and organisations, and focusing on the long-term rather 
than just contract by contract.  

• Commissioning could drive behaviours, e.g. include components of collaboration as part of 
contracts and be flexible about who is in partnership to deliver the contract (i.e. allow 
change of partners as needed). 

Service design 

• Both statutory and VCS partners need to look at things from the perspective of service 
users e.g. advice services delivered all in one place. 

Additional Points - Strategic Collaboration 

• Where and how is co-design happening? For example, there is unclarity about how the MH and LD planning 
and design groups are working: they seem to be inaccessible. Is that where decisions are being made? 

• In developing the Market Positon Statement, there is a duty to engage with the marker about sustainability, 
e.g, considering the 5-yr plans of organisations. Ask: “What’s been lost? What’s at risk?” Examine the stats 
beyond current providers, e.g look at social enterprises. Consider equality and diversity needs. 

• Needs to be a cultural/behavioural change to involve VCS at an earlier stage. 

• In practice, most voluntary organisations are not involved: this highlights a need for transparency. 

• The collaborative approach can lead to the erosion of identity and independence. 

• The bedded core strategy seems unrealistic. 

• We need earlier conversations with the right people: the Frailty Strategy is a better example of earlier 
strategic collaboration. 

Additional Points - Service Design and Delivery  

• Work towards shared ownership. 

• The delivery experience is sometimes better than strategic collaboration. If relationships are rich, we can be 
more flexible and tweak specs to better meet need. It helps if long-term funding is in place to allow long-
term planning. 
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• We need to gather more intelligence from both sectors in the planning and design of services: it has been 
hard to get the VCS involved in the planning and design of services. How do we make it more attractive to 
the VCS? 

• There is too much emphasis on research and the quest to innovate: rather adopt learning from elsewhere. 

• The interplay of the dual roles of advocacy and delivery are complex. 

• Recognise that public sector operations design and delivery is very convoluted. Seek to move away from 
micro-managing. 

VCS ENGAGING IN DIALOGUE 

Sally and Rebecca had prepared a handout setting out the purpose of VCS interaction and the 
current mechanisms. Table groups discussed what works and what doesn’t work, identified 
lessons, and made practical proposals for more effective dialogue. 

• Present a stronger, collective themed voice and provide VCS leadership, rather than 
expecting or waiting for leadership from the public sector, which is increasingly unlikely. 

• VCS needs to take initiative more e.g. What is VCS’s social isolation strategy? 

• Arrange gatherings to look at both thematic topics and local issues: both are necessary. 

• Set up action learning set-type approach to spend more time to identify gaps and solutions. 

• Develop mechanisms for smaller, more local organisations to be part of the system. Widen 
the network for people to feed in via CVS newsletters to SpeakUp, e.g. “Next meeting we 
plan to talk about this: what are your views?” Develop mechanisms for networks to feed into 
SpeakUp. Clarify the links between service users and locality networks. 

• Use data from existing routes such as the small grant scheme to collect data and 
intelligence from small groups (whom we can’t always expect to engage). 

• Collectively challenge public sector strategies at budget setting and through Equality Impact 
Assessments. 

Additional Points 

• Recognise that the sector is not a homogeneous mass. There is a great diversity of organisations in the VCS, 
and a difference between county-wide and local organisations. Larger, employer organisations tend to lead 
in order to protect their future. 

• The power imbalance makes challenge difficult. Work to level the playing field. 

• What works well are the small grant schemes which help to connect organisations to the CVSs. 

• The VCS comes together to look at broad issues, but less so to examine specific service needs and 
developments. 

• The networks we currently have in place work well, including issues-based networks and informal networks. 
Need to recognise that people use personal networks as well as professional ones. 

• SpeakUp creates relationships between individuals, and encourage flexibility in going down new routes. 

• However, specific-issue and small organisations don’t really engage in service design conversations now that 
partnership boards no longer exist. Lots of people are not connected. 

• What doesn’t work so well is the mechanisms for feedback, and the communications between organisations 
in the VCS. 

• Deciding what we want to communicate is its own issue. Then we need to work out how to cascade the 
information. 

• Pan-Sussex organisations have to pick and choose what to be involved in, as they cannot resource everything 
at all levels. 

• The connections with communities are hard-won and easily lost. 
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• Recognise the value of the VCS, including the economic value of volunteering. 

• Statutory sector needs to understand that VCS is not just providers but also have client/patient insights. 

• Need to broadcast more what VCS is doing. 

• Health and social care is dominant discourse now. Others groups not involved directly in health and social 
care are squeezed out. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SPEAKUP 

Table groups reflected on the discussion so far during the day, and identified implications for 
SpeakUp. 

• Work with the statutory sector to crack the issue of VCS ‘representatives’. Change the 
language: promote co-creating as partners, with the VCS person bringing their perspective. 
Consider whether SpeakUp should ‘service’ all levels and types of partnership. 

• Expand SpeakUp’s agenda beyond health and adult social care to the wider determinants 
of health and wellbeing. Use the Big Event to consider other topics. 

• Develop leadership on particular topics in the wider wellbeing agenda, and involve other 
sectors such as private sector housing and the private sector. Topics could include 
universal credit, and ‘cuckooing’. Identify the problem and issues, develop solutions, lead 
the agenda, and take to partners. 

• Seek to understand the sustainability of the wider sector, including small organisations. 

• Strengthen SpeakUp’s links with other VCS structures, such as locality networks. 

• Emphasise that SpeakUp is a membership-driven independent body, not part of its host, 
3VA. 

• SpeakUp to help the sector to move from competition to collaboration, recognising that it’s 
difficult 

• Have SpeakUp champion collaborative behaviours: be pro-active rather than reactive.  

• Follow the energy – be bold. Support members to see that “it’s your agenda”. 

• SpeakUp create “the party people want to come to”. 

• Consider the venue, and whether it is possible to meet in other locations in the county. 

• Beware SpeakUp trying to be “all things to all”. Work out how to prioritise. 

• Increase public sector awareness of SpeakUp. 

 


