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The Children’s Society is medium/large charity 
(annual income of ~£40m) that works in England 
and Wales. In late 2017, with funding from the 
National Lottery Community Fund we began work 
to design a new programme tasked to ‘disrupt’ 
child criminal exploitation.  

The emphasis on ‘disruption’ reflected our 
organisational strategy at the time, which was to 
“break cycles of disadvantage”. In practice, this 
meant the programme should have a systemic 
focus, which was a significant shift in emphasis 
from our more typical approach of 1-2-1 service 

delivery with young people, conducted alongside 
separate policy and campaigning teams.  

The Human Learning System (HLS) model hadn’t 
been articulated at the time we developed the 
Disrupting Exploitation programme, but the 
programme was designed with reference to similar 
underlying insights regarding relational work in 
complex systems (e.g. PDIA). As such, the 
programme design contains many of the same 
attributes as the HLS model, including an emphasis 
on systemic working, co-design and 
experimentation. 

Summary 

| Overview  

▪ Learning together is a way for disparate 
actors to understand and see their part 
in a wider system 

▪ ‘Test and learn’ experiments are a good 
way to explore change in a system – to 
“dance” with it. 

▪ Measure for learning, not accountability. 
Setting numeric targets – even self-
imposed ones - gets in the way of 
systems working 

▪ Trust between partners is crucial for 
achieving systemic change 

▪ Funding for systems change work 
requires funders to be patient and 
tolerate uncertainty. Competitive 
resources, focussed on short-term goals 
can get in the way. 

The Children’s Society 

https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/publications/doing-iterative-and-adaptive-work
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This case study describes Disrupting Exploitation 
with reference to the HLS model, with the aim of 
surfacing learning from the experience of 
implementing the programme.  Disrupting 
Exploitation is a three-year programme currently 
funded to run from 2018-2021 in London, 
Birmingham and Greater Manchester.  

 

The programme model combines 1-2-1 and group 
work with child victims of exploitation, and an 
explicit focus on changing the systems that put 
young people at risk of exploitation. To enable this, 
the programme was designed to have ‘Test and 
Learn’ (experimentation) and youth participation at 
the heart of its work.  

Our proposal, submitted in January 2018 details 
how in each geographical region, a multi-
disciplinary team of four practitioners – drawing 
together expertise in contextual safeguarding 
(Contextual Safeguarding is an approach to 
understanding, and responding to, young people’s 
experiences of significant harm beyond their 
families), 1-2-1 work and data/insight –  would 
implement Disrupting Exploitation. Key features of 
the programme design (as described in our original 
proposal), are presented below alongside their 
equivalent stage in the HLS model.  
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 Human Learning 

Systems Model 
Disrupting Exploitation Programme Design 

Understand the System 

“The programme will provide capacity and response for the entire system - 

not bounded by one organisation… creating a resource for other systems 

partners to draw upon and learn from.” 

There will be “capacity for the team to respond to the shared priorities of 

partners in the system”. 

Drawing on this capacity, “insights [will be] gathered and shared from 

partners and young people to ensure there is rapid learning about emerging 

patterns of exploitation and the opportunity for more rapid responses.” 

Co-design 

A “co-design phase will support regional teams to define contextually 

relevant programme goals for disrupting exploitation in their region, and to 

identify the relevant partnerships and skills integral to achieving it”. 

Informed by the co-design, ‘focal points’ will be identified for testing and 

learning. “Focal points within the system might be geographies, relationships, 

processes and stakeholders where there is potential to affect change.” 

Experimentation 

“[Tests at each] focal point will be accompanied by a ‘reflection exercise’ to 

review lessons and changes to the operating context. With support from our 

design and policy teams, lessons will be documented and shared, and 

refreshed hypotheses for change developed to inform the next iteration of 

work.” 

“Test and Learn is designed to incubate potential… solutions to some of the 

systemic issues which young people face”. 

A dedicated “test and learn budget” will enable this work. It is an 

“experimentation funding pot.”   

“[The programme has] a team with the agility and low caseloads to be able to 

respond to need and test and learn about different ways to disrupt 

exploitation based on feedback and intelligence from partners and our own 

services.” 

Embedding and 

influencing 

“Learning [will be] continually shared with systems partners at local and 

national level and scaled up through the help of The Children’s Society’s 

respected policy and campaigning work”. 

“‘Generous leadership’ will help amplify the change we are able to make.” 

Governance and 

learning 

A National Advisory Group made up of senior representatives of the systems 

the programme operates in steers the programme at a strategic level. 
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To illustrate the programme approach in action, we 
can share this story of change. 

We know from our work with exploited young 
people in Greater Manchester, London and 
Birmingham that different young people are 
affected, but the same problems are seen and 
experienced time and time again. For example, in 
2019, two members of the Disrupting Exploitation 
team worked with partners in London to identify 
‘the point of arrest’ as a key moment in the system.  

Police would find young people in a town (not their 
hometown) with large quantities of drugs and cash 
and - understandably, you might think - arrest 
them. This decision has a huge effect on the rest of 
their journey - if young people are sent into the 
criminal justice system, it introduces additional 
risks, often triggering a damaging spiral. 
Alternatively – they can be recognised as a victim 
and supported, offering hope. 

Together with key partners including the 
Metropolitan Police Service (MPS), it was agreed 
this should be a ‘focal point’ for experimentation 
work.  

Working alongside the police and other key 
stakeholders, our colleagues dived into the 
challenge: 

◼ They spoke to police officers who are present 
when young people are found. 

◼ They spoke to social care and other 
professionals who work with those young 
people.  

◼ They shadowed police custody sergeants and 
custody staff on their shifts to observe what 
happened when young people are brought into 
police stations. 

◼ They learned from young people’s experience 
through our 1-2-1 work on the programme and 
in the Wider Children’s Society services. 

Together with these groups, they then developed 
hypotheses and a portfolio of experiments to try 
and change the system at the point of arrest. These 
included:  

| Story of Change 

The Process  
of Change 
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◼ changing the questions young people are asked,  
◼ changing where they are asked questions,  
◼ changing the information flows - so who is 

notified when a young person is brought into 
police custody, and the adults that are available 
to support them, 

◼ training MPS staff across London. 

And ‘softer’ measures aimed at nudging the culture 
within custody suites… 

◼ providing books that officers on duty could give 
to young people in the cells,  

◼ getting orange squash and fizzy drinks put onto 
the procurement system - young people don’t 
really like tea and coffee - all this to help build 
relationships for the young people. 

These changes were tested in one custody suite in 
London, iterated and then tested across London, 
and are now being tested and iterated again in 
Greater Manchester and Birmingham. 

 

 

It is unusual for practitioners from a charity to have 
license to dance with the system in this way. 

Team members report that it feels more 
sustainable to be doing frontline work and systems 
work alongside one another. Some have reflected 
that by providing agency to affect change, the 
systems change work can alleviate the risk of 
burnout. This is not because the systems change 
work is easier than the 1-2-1 work, it's because 
when constrained to 1-2-1 work, staff lack the 
agency to address the problems they see – it is 
often this that can cause burnout, rather than 
intensive workload by itself.    

It can feel confusing. It feels much slower than 
people are used to working in a target driven 
environment, where outcomes and activities are 
often specified upfront, and then the ‘race is on’ to 
hit them. In contrast there is a lot of time spent on 
learning and reflection and relationship building, to 
build trust across the system – which is critical to 
leveraging change. 

Team members sometimes feel guilty about this. It 
can feel as though other teams – internal and 
external – are looking and thinking “what are they 
doing?”, in a context where they have high case-
loads and demanding targets.  

It is notable the team has adapted quickly and 
effectively to new ways of working required by the 
Coronavirus. We hypothesise this is because they 
are used to working flexibly and adaptively. Staff 
now use a digital whiteboard space (MIRO) to map 
research and insights and identify leverage points 
as a team, which has supported ‘collaborating in 
the open’ and more visual ways of communicating 
as a team on an ongoing basis – many staff 
members fed back how working in a more visual 
way has supported different learning styles and 
encouraged creativity.  

However, it has been much more difficult to adapt 
the systems change work we deliver face-to-face 
with young people. Some staff have struggled to 
work with young people via digital means and 
adapt the 'traditional' side of the work, and for 
some young people they do not to adapt or work 
with us digitally; it does not work for them and 
their needs. the flexibility of thinking that the 
systems change work has given the team has in 
some cases allowed for more creative approaches 
to navigating obstacles like COVID. 

 

 

The Children’s Society is at the start of a journey 
towards these ways of working. Formally we have 
not taken an HLS approach organisation wide, 
rather Disrupting Exploitation fits the HLS way of 
thinking. We aspire to change systems but this is 
not uniform across all our services. Our 
organisational systems (the financial operating 
model and culture) are set-up to support the 
majority of our services which continue to be 
funded to deliver more traditional one to one and 
group work directly with young people. The volume 
of programmes that explicitly work to undertake 
systems change is extremely limited. As a result, 
the organisational context for Disrupting 

| Current approach 

| Barriers and Tensions 

http://donellameadows.org/archives/dancing-with-systems/
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Exploitation has presented some challenges (as well 
as lots of supportive factors).  

Example 1: our funder did not impose any numeric 
targets on the programme. However, the 
organisation initially self-imposed targets (e.g. 
number of systems change tasks completed) to 
satisfy internal reporting demands. While we have 
focussed on evidencing our impact for us to look at 
future sustainability of the programme. The 
decision to self-impose targets alongside also 
reflects anxiety that a future funder might wish to 
see quantitative data to consider follow-on funding 
– and the recognition that some strategic partners 
may use such data to judge our credibility. In 
practice, having numeric based outputs have 
potentially driven the team to think in a more 
traditional way, driving attention away from the 
qualitative impact of the work being done and 
incentivising quicker, less systemic activities. We 
acknowledge this is about holding balance in 
evidencing our impact alongside qualitative 
learning, culture and system change in a longer-
term way. The team have since reviewed the 
targets, with our funder and less prescriptive 
quantitative targets are now in play. 

Example 2: A reflection of the team that designed 
the programme, is that we paid insufficient 
attention ahead to the ‘feedback loops’ for learning 
back into the organisation system (vs sharing 
learning within the programme and the wider 
system). We recognise the programme design sits 
in a quite different wider organisational system 
compared to our more traditional service delivery, 
and we might have missed an opportunity to 
inform continuous improvement to the 
organisational context for this work. At a 
programmatic level we have shared a lot of 
learning content through communities of practice 
spaces across children and young people services 
and internal podcast’s, but in doing so recognise a 
gap between informing wider organisation 
structures and the system itself, not being explicitly 
set up for systems change. Now we've noticed the 
lack of feedback loops we are starting to bridge the 
gap, and create the loops, by connecting our three 
National Exploitation Programmes to ensure joint 
work across these teams. 

Example 3: design-led ways of working remain 
relatively new to The Children’s Society. Our 
systems change and service design team was 
introduced into the organisation via an ‘innovation 
team’ and has only recently been moved into our 
Children and Young People’s Directorate. It's a work 
in progress to embed design-led approaches at the 
heart of the organisation. Reflecting this dynamic, 
‘Test and Learn’ experimentation has on occasion 
been focused on smaller, discreet pieces of work 
within the Disrupting Exploitation programme – 
rather than used as an engine for progressing core 
goals. We are still working on feeling able to ‘get 
things wrong’ and how we best articulate both 
internally and externally that this also represents 
progress.  

Similar dynamics affect the enabling conditions that 
enable the programme to build external 
partnerships. Partners are under pressure within 
the system, and may feel unable to commit the 
time needed to engage effectively in collaborative 
systemic working. This can lead to a dynamic 
whereby the team are effectively ‘commissioned’ 
to respond to partners’ needs in a transactional 
way, without allowing the necessary trust, 
understanding, relationship building and learning 
for effective and sustainable systems change. 

Disrupting Exploitation team members reflect that 
the ‘understand the system’ aspect of the HLS 
model is best viewed as an ongoing workstream 
rather a discreet set of activities. The system is 
messy, we are grappling with ‘problems’ that have 
been around for years… and establishing a shared 
purpose with all the partners is hard. Even when it 
is achieved, it might change at any time (for 
example the Coronavirus crisis has transformed 
relationships with schools, changing their priorities 
if not the shared purposes they hold). 

A final challenge related to the need to show 
impact in a way that is deemed valid by others in a 
commissioner driven world of numbers and targets. 
Measuring ‘systems change’ through evaluation 
process is hard and a continual learning experience. 
It requires more time, resources and uses large-
scale qualitative approach to gain the views of 
external partners and stakeholders across the 
wider system. Seeing the impacts of “systems 
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| What taking an HLS 
approach requires 

change” approaches can take a long time to 
materialise, and attribution is really difficult. These 
timeframes are often longer than standard project 
delivery, monitoring, data collection, or evaluation 
operate within. Which presents challenges to us in 
how partners perceive immediate value alongside 
long term sustainability value. This has implications 
for what is feasibly measurable within the lifetime 
of the Disrupting Exploitation programme. 
Additionally, there are issues with where data lies 
in the system and who has collected the data, 
sometimes the systems we are working with can’t 
share the data with us. 

 

 

Practitioners benefit from greater agency.  

Team members note the team is less prone to 
‘blaming’ other parts of the system than might be 
usual within such a service. Given license to 
collaborate with peers in the system to change 
things for the better, they encounter first-hand the 
dilemmas and barriers that others encounter, 
allowing for greater empathy and trust. Work is 
approached with a mindset of curiosity, rather than 
simply seen as a ‘delivery challenge’.  

As a result of this way of working we have seen 
many successes in the programme. Young people 
feel listened to - we directly make efforts to change 
what they tell us is wrong and also work with them 
on solutions. Changes in the system is coming from 
those directly working in it, practitioners who can 
see really innovative operational solutions that 
would be lost at more senior levels (e.g. the orange 
squash in custody suites.) 

Partners receive huge added value rather than just 
referring young people on an endless cycle. In the 
future if the Disrupting Exploitation programme no 
longer exists, we’re confident the impact 
(intelligence and information put in) in the system 
will live on and that we will continue to impact 
young people with those changes long after the 
end of the programme. 

 

 

 
 

 

It requires trust with others to make this a success. 
It requires and acknowledges that change is only 
possible through building and holding multiple 
complex relationships with young people, 
stakeholders, local services etc. As the programme 
has developed, we have “gone where the energy is” 
building upon local trusted relationships to partner 
and develop the systems change work. 

It requires trust in the ability to be comfortable in 
navigating complexity and to be able to work it 
through, holding the staff through ambiguity. Year 
one we zoomed out, we “danced with the wider 
system” holding multiple layers. Year 2 - we 
zooming in and deepened our evolution as a team– 
focussing on where we can have the most impact, 
working on fewer areas and working collaboratively 
across the national team. This all takes a steady 
nerve from a leadership and management 
perspective, coupled with the skills in the team to 
go with this energy and flex as needed. We 
acknowledge it does not work for everyone. No JD 
will ever set out what this is really like to dance in 
systems in this way. 

Our funder (National Lottery Community Fund) 
enabled this work, showing flexibility, curiosity and 
patience that is unusual. We value the support they 
provide and our partnership on this learning 
journey.  

If designing the programme again, we would 
embed clearer feedback mechanisms for learning 
to inform organisational design – so that 
organisational barriers could be mitigated with less 
friction, time and effort. 

Competitive commissioning systems can drive 
organisations towards quick wins, rather than the 
slower, harder systemic work. Even in a context of 
having permission to do systemic work, wider 
prevailing forces push in the opposite direction - at 
an organisational and sector level.  

| Enablers and successes 
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 Disrupting exploitation is continually evolving. We are talking to funders about developing 

ongoing strategic relationships to continue to test the work and build upon this evidence 

base.  

 

*We cannot comment if organisational wide we will use the HLS framework as a guide 

going forward, but we are keen to take this learning forward and use it as a guide to 

better understand how we navigate complexity to challenge the wider organisation. 

Completing this case study has helped us as a smaller team (cutting across the programme 

team, our national director, design, and systems change leads) to better understand two 

years on what has been hard (both in and out of our control), what we are proud of and 

what we have learnt. We acknowledge we are on a journey and we hope we do not turn 

back. The human element of HLS really helps us to frame our wider understanding of the 

programme and as a framework it could and should help guide future design of this work 

in relation to the organisational system, the wider sector, and systems we interact with.  


