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Overview 

 

In May 2016, SHP commissioned a team of independent social researchers to conduct a rapid 

evaluation of the Fulfilling Lives in Islington and Camden programme. This rapid evaluation is 

specifically concerned with identifying and understanding what type of progress and form of 

learning has been made in year two of the project’s existence. It aims to achieve this through a 

focus on the following five themes: 

 

 Reflections on practice innovation and development 

 Housing First 

 Use of personal budgets 

 Peer Support Programme 

 System change   

 

Background to Fulfilling Lives in Islington and Camden  

 

In July 2012, the Big Lottery announced an eight-year investment of up to £112 million to 

improve the lives of people with complex and multiple needs through the provision of intensive, 

personalised, coordinated and client driven support services (CFE, 2016).  Islington and Camden 

were chosen as one of twelve areas across England to receive funding to deliver a Fulfilling Lives 

project. 

 

In February 2014, SHP was appointed the lead partner for the Islington and Camden project and 

was subsequently awarded a grant of £7.4m by the Big Lottery to deliver the Fulfilling Lives project 

in Islington and Camden over an 8-year period. Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden works 

intensively to support people facing severe and multiple disadvantages relating to homelessness, 

reoffending, problematic substance use and mental ill-health. The project is committed to 

bringing about system change in the way in which services meet the needs of people with complex 

and multiple needs. It is envisaged that this will take the form of ‘showcasing’ or ‘demonstrating’ 

more effective and efficient ways of designing, commissioning and delivering service models for 

people who have ‘fallen through the cracks’ between services.   

 

Project aims 

 

The Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden project aims to achieve three main outcomes: 
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1. To ensure that people with multiple and complex needs are able to manage their lives 

better through access to more person-centred and coordinated services. 

2. To ensure that services are better tailored and connected to empower users to fully take 

part in effective service design and delivery. 

3. To ensure that shared learning and improved measurement of outcomes demonstrates 

the impact of service models to key stakeholders. 

 

Structure of the rapid evaluation  

 

There are five main sections in this rapid evaluation, which is structured as follows. The first 

section considers practice innovation and development. This is followed by a section devoted to 

Housing First. The third section describes and analyses the use of personal budgets. The 

subsequent section considers the development of the Peer Support Programme.  The fifth section 

is concerned with exploring the project’s ability to effect system change. Each of the preceding 

sections incorporate qualitative interview extracts. The five substantive sections are then revisited 

by way of a short conclusion.  

 

Methodology  

 

There were six aspects to the methodology.  

 

 Review of internal strategic and operational documentation produced by Fulfilling Lives 

Islington and Camden. 

  

 In-depth interviews with 5 people in receipt of support and care from Fulfilling Lives 

Islington and Camden. 

 

 In-depth interviews with 3 frontline practitioners from the Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden link worker team. 

 

 Interviews with 2 members of the Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden senior management 

team. 

 

 Telephone interviews with 5 key local stakeholders (including but not restricted to members 

of the Strategic Partnership Board). 

 

 Focus groups with a total of 6 link workers across two separate discussions.   
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Fieldwork was carried out between May and June 2016.   

 

Qualitative interviews with service users 

 

All client interviews were carried out face-to-face in a private room at SHP’s office on Gray’s Inn 

Road in Camden. All respondents were provided with a letter of information/written consent 

statement. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 30 and 45 minutes. The interviews 

were designed in order to explore people’s views and experience of Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden. These interviews were guided by a number of topics including: experience of personal 

budgets, Housing First and peer support.   

 

Interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the client. Participants were paid in high street 

vouchers (equivalent to £10) for sharing their expertise and giving-up their time.   

 

Qualitative interviews with Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden 

 

Interviews with members of the senior management team lasted for approximately 45-60 minutes. 

These interviews were guided by a number of topics including: reflections on practice innovation 

and development; Housing First; use of personal budgets, peer support programme and system 

change. 

 

All interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the participant. 

 

Qualitative interviews with key local stakeholders 

 

All key local stakeholder interviews were conducted via telephone. Interviews lasted approximately 

20-30 minutes. These interviews were guided by a number of topics including: partnership 

working, innovation, gaps and/or duplication in support services and understanding of what 

constitutes system change.   

  

All interviews were audio recorded with the consent of the participant. 
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Analysis 

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data were analysed using thematic 

analysis. Analysis was carried out by the research team.  

 

Limitations  

 

The rapid evaluation of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden was a purely qualitative exercise. It 

is important to note that the research team were not provided with access to client casefiles, 

referral and assessment figures, robust data on client outcomes or economic analyses of the 

constituent support models underpinning the project’s distinctive approach to working with people 

with complex and multiple needs.  
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Key messages  

 

 The project encountered a significant - and largely unexpected - level of demand in its 

first year of operation. The ability of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden to both effectively 

manage and predict demand has resulted in a number of operational challenges. Chief 

among these is the degree and depth to which link workers are able to offer meaningful 

support to individual clients. After a comprehensive review of the link worker team’s 

caseloads the project took the decision to temporarily suspend referrals and assessment. 

The project is now committed to reducing link worker caseloads from an average of 11 to 

8. This can be viewed as a reflection of the complexity of clients’ support needs. It also 

suggests an appreciation of the importance of ensuring that frontline practitioners are able 

to appropriately manage (and process) such complexity and thus avoid being afflicted by 

‘burnout’.  

 

 The design of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden was informed by a commitment to 

showcasing best practice through a series of demonstration pilots. One of the most notable 

examples of practice innovation and development in this regard can be seen in the way in 

which the project has actively promoted the development of Psychologically Informed 

Environments (PIEs) through the delivery of bespoke training packages across a diverse 

range of housing projects in Camden. This approach has enabled support staff in allied 

services to develop their understanding, confidence, skills and a psychological approach 

to working with people experiencing severe and multiple disadvantages. 

 

 Central to the project’s approach is the role of ‘link worker’. Under this model, support is 

intended to be intensive, unconditional and relational (see, for example, Cornes et al., 

2015). Clients reported that this practice approach was more accessible, acceptable and 

effective as compared to most other approaches offered locally. The values and actions 

of the link worker team have thus made a vital contribution to ensuring higher levels of 

engagement, increased service retention and better outcomes for clients.  

 
 

 

 The project has supported the use of personal budgets since its inception. Under the terms 

of this commitment to personalisation, each client has access to an annual budget of 

£1,000. The personal budget is intended to facilitate social integration and individual 

recovery. Evidence from this evaluation suggests that there is an over-reliance on the use 

of personal budgets for day-to-day crisis items (e.g. B&B accommodation and mobile 

phones). On the surface, this would appear to represent a radical departure from the 

original conception of personal budgets contained within Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden’s Business Review Plan (2014), as operating as a mechanism for enabling people 

with complex and multiple needs to self-direct their support through entry into a social care 

marketplace.   
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 A distinguishing feature of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden is the role of the Peer 

Development Board in providing governance to the project and giving a voice to peer 

volunteers. Senior managers recounted examples of peer volunteers working in tandem 

with link workers to support clients. Despite this, the Peer Development Board has 

encountered significant challenges, particularly in relation to staffing and training issues. 

In recognition of the fact that little substantive progress has been made in the development 

of the Peer Development Board a decision was taken to disband and reconfigure it, so as 

to ensure that it will be ‘fit for purpose’ going forward.  

 

 

 A key component of the project is the deployment of Housing First. Under this model, a 

small but growing number of clients have been offered intensive and personalised support 

in private rented accommodation. Evidence from this evaluation suggests that Housing 

First is an effective way of structuring housing, care and support for people with complex 

and multiple needs. Question marks remain, however, over the long-term viability of this 

approach given the rapid growth in London’s private rented sector; insecurity associated 

with an assured shorthold tenancy and the possibility of further reductions in Local Housing 

Allowance rates.  

 

 

 Adducing from the evidence here it would appear that there is not a great deal of knowledge 

and understanding among local key stakeholders (unless they are members of the Strategic 

Partnership Board) about peer mentors, personal budgets and Housing First. This should 

be a cause for concern if, as explicitly stated, demonstrating good practice and influencing 

commissioning structures are fundamental to the project’s ambitions/legacy.   

 

 

 Evidence from this evaluation suggests that the project has yet to fully articulate a clear 

sense of how it can purposefully influence system change in Islington and Camden. For 

example, local key stakeholders voiced concern that the project’s ability to (re)shape the 

wider service support landscape was not only being hampered by a lack of strategic vision, 

but by the popular perception that Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden is in essence filling 

a gap in public service delivery. This is not to suggest that there are not early signs of local 

influence and impact among strategic actors and service commissioners. There is, 

however, a clear need for the project to build on its existing work in this area. This could 

and should be informed by a much stronger strategic vision of how best to engage in 

further dissemination and shared learning activities across Islington and Camden.  
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Reflections on practice innovation and development   

 

Practice innovation and development is a central component of the Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden model. It is based on the assumption that innovation is essential to the improvement of 

support services for people facing severe and multiple disadvantages. In accordance with this 

logic, the project has consolidated practice and learning in a number of noteworthy areas (e.g. 

personal budgets and the link worker model), while also taking forward a number of new and 

important initiatives (i.e. Housing First and Psychological Informed Environments). Running 

alongside these processes and dynamics, it would also appear to be the case that the project 

has experienced a number of difficult and unexpected challenges, which have in turn served to 

delay the development of certain strategic priorities and system change ambitions. (e.g. Peer 

Development and internal research capacity).  

 

What is particularly clear from the interview record is that the project is well known in Islington and 

Camden. More particularly, it is perceived as very good at working with people other providers 

struggle to get hold of and in making a real difference to the lives of those people:  

 

  

 

These extracts amplify a consistent theme running across key stakeholder interviews in that the 

link work team is held in high regard and is generally seen to work well with local voluntary and 

statutory sector partners. The project’s ability to effectively engage with ‘the ‘hardest to reach’ 

was attributed to its relational practice model and concomitant access to pecuniary resources. 

The interplay of these two factors were seen to account for the project’s perceived effectiveness 

and distinctiveness.:    

 

They can grip and get a hold of some [offenders] that we…couldn’t do.   

They can grip and get hold of some (offenders) that we... couldn’t do” 

 FLIC is working with people…they’re not excluded from services but they’re not engaging with 

services. 

[Link workers] are looked to as the ‘go-to’ programme when you’re struggling with some 

people. 

They’re probably like, ‘oh, who are they?’ And ‘where did they come from?’ I mean we’re 

still quite fresh; it’s like still quite new.  I think some people appreciate what we do. I think 

some people might be a little threatened that our service coming in might shut their service 

down. I think on the whole there’s lots of services that really appreciate what we do; the 

fact that we’re able to help their clients engage in their service 
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The idea that was no significant inter-agency jealousies or tensions was slightly complicated by 

a series of observations made by members of the link worker team. For example, link workers 

spoke of a perceived tension between the flexibility of the Fulfilling Lives model and the more 

prescriptive, rule-bound approach to working with people with multiple and complex needs 

commonly associated with statutory service providers. These inter-professional and inter-agency 

cleavages were seen to be further exacerbated by the prevailing climate of austerity. These two 

points are important. They are important because they serve to implicitly critique the 

generalisability and sustainability of the Fulfilling Lives model. As such, then, this suggests that 

there is still much work to de done in terms of reaching out to local providers and service 

commissioners in order to build reciprocal understanding and shared learning.  

 

Another issue that arose out of the link worker interviews was a sense of disconnect between what 

were perceived to be the grand ambitions of the project and the everyday reality of working on the 

ground.  

 

 

This insight is important because it speaks to an absence of clear communication and shared 

understanding between senior management and the Strategic Partnership Board on the one side, 

and frontline practitioners who have been tasked with translating policy objectives into practice on 

the other side. This lack of congruence not only suggests that there is a gap between the project’s 

operational and strategic arms, but also points to the potential for link workers to feel 

marginalised, under-appreciated and isolated. This should be a cause for concern. Left 

unchecked there is the potential here for link workers to retreat into ‘defensive practice’ (Whittaker, 

2015). It is, though, to the credit of the senior management team that they have sought to address 

some of these concerns through the instigation of regular reflective practice and team building 

sessions.  

 

This rapid evaluation also found that Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden had informed local 

agencies in January 2016 that it was no longer in a position to accept new referrals since it was 

operating at full capacity. It was felt that the project had a duty to ‘stabilise’ its existing client-

base before taking on take on a new cohort of clients. This revelation feed into a growing sense 

of frustration both within and outwith the project about the status of the waiting list: 

I think we thought to ourselves `wow this is going to be good’. It hasn’t really materialised the 

peer mentor scheme. I don’t think it’s been organised very well; I don’t think it’s been thought 

through very well. [In fact] two years ago we were told at our induction that there’d be three 

aspects to our approach: one would be the link workers out there doing all the work with the 

different clients, which has happened. [Second], we get help from a peer mentor scheme 

that was going to be massive, full of experienced people, which hasn’t existed. [Third] the 

Strategic Board are going to be these political hitters who are going to knock down these 

obstacles that we identify and to be honest I don’t think the link workers feel that that’s really 

happened. Where are they? Where’s the help?  We’re identifying the obstacles but they don’t 

seem to be pushed through.  I feel that after two years there’s almost like a kind of siege 

mentality to the team [insofar as] we rely on each other a lot. it’s us against the world, but 

you don’t want it to be like that in a way because that kind of reflects a kind of isolation. 
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Following from this, a number of link workers who participated in the in-depth interviews spoke of 

not having closed a case in the two years’ of the project’s existence and, moreover, gave the 

impression that this wasn’t a ‘requirement’ or an ‘issue’.  Notwithstanding the need to recognise 

that entrenched behaviours and complex needs militate against ‘quick wins’ or ‘easy resolutions’, 

there is every reason to believe that this issue could prove more and more problematic as time 

goes on, particularly in respect of inter-agency working. It also seems reasonable to suggest that 

a lack of progress in moving people into and out of the project could be detrimental to the project’s 

perceived credibility and overall effectiveness.  

 

In reviewing the revised Business Plan Review and undertaking interviews with senior management 

it is clear that the project has missed a number of key milestones.  

 

 Launch of dual diagnosis demonstration pilot postponed to year 3 

 

 Launch of Peer Academy has now been postponed to year 4 

 

From an alternative perspective, it is also clear from evidence collected for this evaluation that the 

project is increasingly playing a more active and visible role in a number of important 

strategic/working groups across Islington and Camden. Examples of the project’s representation 

on local operational and strategic fora include Camden and Islington Foundation Trust and 

Camden Clinical Commissioning Group. Further to this, the project has demonstrated more lasting 

impact in a number of other areas: 

 
 Contributing to the review of the Camden Hostels Pathway. As a consequence of this, a 

number of changes and recommendations have taken up which will better address the 

needs of clients with complex and multiple needs. 

 

 Advocating for the needs of clients with dual Diagnosis in the review of Camden Mental 

Health Trust’s Crisis Care Pathways.  

 

 Incorporating the Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden dual diagnosis demonstration pilot 

into the Mental Health Trust’s proposals for supporting training and practice development 

alongside an ‘enhanced direct clinical practice’ model (proposals are shortly to be agreed 

by Camden CCG). 

I think it’s about 75 at the moment. It’s actually reduced, it was in the early 80s but 

unfortunately we’ve had quite a lot of deaths over the past year sadly. Also in our business 

plan review it was actually agreed that we would drop the caseloads to eight clients per 

worker whereas before I think it was 11 and the thinking behind that was working with eight 

really high intense, high support clients, that the quality of the work and the consistency of 

the work couldn’t be there.   
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 Supporting the successful development of Camden’s ‘Safe Space ‘beds scheme for 

women existing prostitution. 

 

 Influencing the Mental Health Trust’s Business Plan for the reconfiguration of primary care 

mental health provision, so that the needs of clients with severe and multiple disadvantages 

are fully taken into consideration.    

 

 Effecting impact on sentencing decisions with numerous clients receiving  

 

 Engaged in collaborative work with the London Borough of Islington in respect of the 

development of cross-cutting work on complex needs.  

 

 Overseeing the expansion of the clinical psychologist role. 

 

 Promoting Housing First through such initiatives as a BBC World Service livestream on 

Facebook. 

 

 Overseeing the creation of a new Peer Engagement role.   

 

Looking forward, the project has expressed a commitment to fostering best practice and 

facilitating shared learning. Again a key example of this can be seen in ongoing work being carried 

out by the clinical psychologist in relation to cross-sectoral capacity building and the development 

of a best practice toolkit. Beyond these notable developments it is not immediately clear how the 

project intends to move from rolling-out a series of demonstration pilots to disseminating 

knowledge and learning and then on to achieving buy-in from local commissioners. In short, there 

is a need for a much clearer, more robust strategy for diffusing practice innovation and influencing 

key system change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

11 
 

Housing First  

 

An increasing prominent and important part of the work of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden 

is a concern with tackling long-term and recurrent homelessness through its Housing First model. 

The basic premise of Housing First is to provide clients with access to long-term accommodation 

along with comprehensive and flexible support services. A distinctive aspect of Housing First is 

the fact that it makes no conditions in terms of compliance with treatment, symptom improvement 

or abstinence. Expanding on this theme, Pleace (2016) has identified eight core principles of 

Housing First:   

 

1. housing is a human right 

2. choice and control for service users 

3. separation of housing and support 

4. recovery orientated  

5. harm reduction  

6. active engagement without coercion 

7. person-centred planning 

8. flexible support for as long as possible 

 

Estimates suggest that Housing First represents an appropriate intervention for 10%-20% of 

people affected by chronic homelessness (Housing Link, 2015). Linked to this, a number of 

studies have shown that Housing First is associated with positive outcomes in the following 

domains: (1) mental health, (2) physical health, (3) substance misuse, (4) reductions in acute 

health service use, housing retention and (5) social integration (Johnsen & Teixeira, 2010).   

Advocates of the approach have also pointed to the fact that Housing First has consistently 

demonstrated cost savings to the public purse.  

 

What is equally apparent is that Housing First has shown a remarkable adaptive capacity (Baker 

& Evans, 2016).  In this regard, the Housing First approach advanced by Fulfilling Lives Islington 

and Camden aims to support positive housing and recovery-based outcomes through an explicit 

focus on building links with private sector landlords. It is important to recognise that many of the 

clients supported under the project’s Housing First approach have previously been deemed too 

risky or chaotic to be accommodate in local hostel pathways. It is also often the case that such 

clients will have struggled to tolerate or adapt to the hostel system.   

 

Mirroring the standard separation of housing and support across the many iterations of Housing 

First, the Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden model is essentially divided into two components. 

A Private Rented Sector (PRS) Access Officer is responsible for developing and maintaining a 

network of private landlords as well as responding to and managing the housing-related support 
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needs of individual clients. In addition to this, clients continue to receive regular and holistic 

support from their individual link worker.  

 

There can be no doubt that the project has adopted the core philosophy of Housing First. There 

are, however, a number of subtle points of difference. It is, for example, unable to ensure 

permanent accommodation given its reliance on the private rented sector. Further to this, the 

scarcity of affordable private rental units in Islington and Camden has led the project to scatter 

clients’ outside rather within the two adjoining boroughs of Islington and Camden:   

    

 

 

In considerable part, the success of the project’s Housing First approach rests on its ability to 

offer a housing management service to landlords in the private rented sector. Equally significant 

is the fact that it has the financial wherewithal to offer incentives to private landlords as opposed 

to relying on rental deposits. The importance of these two factors cannot be overstated:    

 

 

 

I think what’s helped, especially with the FLIC clients is that when I’ve told them that it’s a 

project backed by the National Lottery for eight years. It gives us massive credibility because 

then they ask the question: `why is the National Lottery giving you a pot of money and not 
giving the Council a pot of money?’ And then I just break it down to saying `this is what the 

client’s basis, this is why and it’s like `oh okay’. So they will instantly say `so if I give you a 

property what happens?’ and I say `well basically you give us a property, there’s intensive 

support with the client, we’re not just going to leave the client in a property to cause you any 

damage’ 

 

Housing First is a triumph. It’s been really hard but it’s very exciting. So we’ve got ten [sic] 

clients into their own tenancies [and] every single one of them has sustained that with lots of 

support and with ups and downs. [It’s] a challenge because we’re got our clients scattered 

about in different bits of London and sometimes it’s almost a day to get there to see someone. 

So it’s hard.  

[Its] not been without challenges.  I think pretty much all of them have had issues within the 

tenancies, personal issues for them as well which have been brought up by trying to live in 

their own homes, but I’d say every single one of them has benefitted massively from this and 

for some people it really is the only option. We housed someone in a private rented flat who 

hadn’t been given an offer of supported accommodation in the Borough for five years, such 

was his level of offending and perceived level of risk. You know to be able to say to people 

that have been told they’re impossible, actually this is an option for them and for them to 

sustain it, I think is incredibly exciting and important and something which I think we and other 

teams need to be sort of looking at more. 
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Clients spoke overwhelming in positively y terms about the impact of receiving care and support 

in accordance with the principles and mechanics of Housing First. Complaints were few and far 

between, although frustrations did tend to coalesce around the location of a property rather than 

the actual type of accommodation and associated ‘wrap-around’ support that was available:   

 

 

The prevailing conditions in the affordable property rental market in London would seem to suggest 

that choice and control for clients is heavily circumscribed:    

 

 

 

The first thing I always say to them, or second or third is, ‘I’d love to house you in 

Islington or Camden; I would love for that to happen but I know exactly what will happen. 

You’ll be paying Housing Benefit for a property that’s probably not going to be in a 

good condition, the landlord is not going to really care and you know you’ll probably 

get stuck in the same cycle you’ve been in in terms sense of drugs, alcohol, sex working 

or whatever it was’.  So I explain it to them…I say, ‘maybe it’s good to come out of the 

area so you can find yourself, get some housing experience or you never know you 

might even like the area and not want to do anything else’. 

 

There’s not much choice for anybody really these days. [But] I’m] thankful I’ve got a 

roof over my head. I did want to go South but I thought because it was so hard to get 

housing just to take whatever comes my way. 

 

It’s very difficult to get flats around here so they’ve tended to be really far away and 

obviously then that’s a capacity issue for our staff to have to maybe travel two hours 

to Croydon or Plumstead to support someone who because they’re chaotic they may 

not be in. It is really labour intensive.  We have managed to house a few people 

relatively close to us. I’ve got a couple of clients that I can see within 10 - 20 minute 

on the tube, which is easier. [We also] have older clients - those in their 30s and 40s, 

[who] may have come from an era where they previously would have been offered one 

bedroom flats for life and haven’t seen what a studio flat in Seven Sisters looks like. It 

looks pretty horrible actually for someone that maybe thought - ̀ I’ll get a council house’ 

- because that’s what used to happen and so they’re quite shocked by the size and 

the quality. [It] can be difficult managing those expectations. 

 

We pay incentives. The incentive works for us and works for the landlord. It’s a one off 

payment [and] doesn’t act as a deposit. It’s like a thank you – you can decide to hold 

it as a deposit if you want but whatever you do with it it’s yours, but we’re letting you 

know this is not a deposit because if it is a deposit you have to protect a deposit through 

the deposit protection scheme, [so] some of them actually do prefer the incentives.  
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For others, though, moving out of Islington and Camden was very much viewed and understood 

as an opportunity to work towards stability and recovery:   

 

 

An important counterpoint to this interpretation was evident in the way in which clients expressed 

feelings of anxiety caused by the insecurity afforded by a 12-month shorthold tenancy agreement:  

 

 

 

Evidence from this evaluation indicates that the project’s Housing First service model has proven 

to be a highly effective strategy in supporting people affected by long-term and recurrent 

homelessness to gain access to stable accommodation and acquire life skills. The initiative has 

also clearly demonstrated that it is possible to help people sustain tenancies through intensive, 

open-ended and flexible support.  In fact, over 10% of the project’s current client-base has 

benefited from Housing First, and yet important questions remain unanswered in respect of the 

long-term viability of approach. This issue is particular pertinent given the rapid growth in London’s 

private rented sector; insecurity associated with an assured shorthold tenancy and the possibility 

of further reductions in Local Housing Allowance rates. It is also equally unclear as to whether the 

project has given sufficient thought to how it can square the circle of scattering clients’ across 

London. Most obviously, it raises the crucial issue of how it can continue to ensure effective – and 

equitable – support if link workers are increasingly expected to travel across London in order to 

support a growing number of clients.  

 

No it actually done me a favour. I now understand what [my link worker] said to me once, 

‘even if we could house you Westminster and Camden I won’t because I want to help you’. 
You see all of my years’ taken on the streets was in Westminster and Camden, stealing, 

using. The only people I know in this part of London are all dealers and drug addicts and 

that’s what [she] was basically trying to say to me: ‘`let’s put you at least a mile out of 

town’’. 

 

This is the first time I’ve ever had a home other than prison. The only sense of insecurity 

I’ve got now which nobody can help me with but I am worrying about [is the fact that] 

FLIC can work with me up to six years, but [I have] a private property six-month contract. 

I’m thinking when I’m not working with FLIC anymore what will happen. [They have] said 

something about when they stopped working they would sign the deposit over to my 

name…I guess I’m asking for too much but what we all want, what I’d love is a Council 

place. So, ‘don’t upset the Council; be good to your neighbour and you can be here for 
20 years’… I’ve got six months at a time.  

 

So I think they say three months before that’s when they start re-negotiating the contracts. 

Ideally I’d still love to move up here, I’d love to move up here but if I can’t then like I say 

it’s better than being on the streets, sleeping on the streets. [The] difficult is the travelling 

and I live so far away from my kids and I know no-one in west London, no-one.   
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Use of personal budgets 

 

The guiding precept of personalisation is to enable people greater choice and control to over the 

care they receive and give them the opportunity to achieve the outcomes they want from their 

care. At root, then, personal budgets hold the promise of transforming care and improving the 

quality of life of service users and their carers. Seen in this light, Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden’s commitment to personalisation is similarly premised on the assumption that personal 

budgets can improve outcomes and experiences for people facing severe and multiple 

disadvantages.  

 

Personal budgets are a firmly entrenched part of the project’s practice philosophy and working 

culture. In fact, when originally planned as part of the Big Lottery bid it was envisaged that clients’ 

might choose to pool personal budgets in order to purchase such things as therapy and 

counselling. It is abundantly clear, however, that the goal of clients purchasing their own support 

– based on a consumerist notion of choice - hasn’t transpired in practice. This is now seen as 

being ‘overly ambitious’ or perhaps a ‘little naïve’:  

 

 

The impression is that the majority of expenditure is on more practical, everyday items: 

 

 

 

Hence for people experiencing street homelessness, the budget is used to meet the most basic 

physiological needs for shelter, warmth, food: 

 

 

 

 

 

I sometimes think we are the biggest mobile phone dealer in London.   

 

[We wanted] people to use personal budgets to direct their support. The reality is if 

someone’s got no shoes and no food you’re not going to go like `oh tell me how having 

shoes will help you?’ So a lot of it was used for crisis engagement. I think without having 

access to those personal budgets we couldn’t have done that - and no-one [else] has 

funding for that sort of welfare anymore. Another aspect of our original business model 

was that we’d set up this market place of providers and clients would pull their budgets 

to you know have group purchase like psychology, and that hasn’t really worked as yet 

so we’re still thinking about that. 

 

...when they’ll come out of prison, or for that lady before, she got chucked out of her 

hostel accommodation, immediately evicted and that’s it bang you’re on the street and 

this is like a lady who has not been street homeless do you know what I mean she’s 

not used to living on the street, it would be like alien concept she wouldn’t get by, so 

it’s been lifesaving I think in those situations.  
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There appears to be is some uncertainty and difference within the project about how personal 

budgets are ‘meant’ to be used. This insight points to the conflictual and difficult decisions faced 

by link workers between simply allowing the client to make choices about how they spend their 

budget, and not allowing the client to make “purchases” that are not seen as ‘life enhancing’.  

 

 

The above comments illustrate some of the ways in which link workers are forced to navigate 

tricky ethical / moral dilemmas about the use of personal budgets, particularly when they believe 

that the client will sell the goods purchased for drugs and/or alcohol: 

 

 

 

 

There probably is discrepancies throughout the team about how much should be like, 

`oh I want to do this’ and `is that a good idea?’ Some people think `you know what, 

it’s the client’s budget, if they want to do it let them do it’ and some people think `well 

is that a good recovery focused idea’ sort of thing so there is a little bit of discrepancy 

within the team.  

I just say to them, ‘you have a personal budget that can be spent but it’s got to enhance 

your life’. I just personally wish that we had a budget for things like B&B rather than 

taking it out of the clients’ personal budget. I think once you’ve got to know [your client] 

you can enhance their life with that money and help them to remember some of the 

things that maybe they did.  You know, sometimes I’ll say to my clients. ‘‘what did you 

used to like doing it at school?’’ And they go: ‘‘oh, I don’t know’’.  And then all of a 

sudden they’ll come up with something and then we end up going and doing something 

with them even if it means just travelling down to the seaside or something.  

 

I think it highlights the massive gap in provision for people that have absolutely nothing, 

so you’ve coming out of prison, it takes three weeks to get your benefits set up. What 

are you meant to eat? Where are you meant to stay? How are you meant to find shelter 

or clothing? Also with the limited access to supported housing, you know we’ve got 

people that absolutely should be deemed priority need because of their mental, their 

physical health or because of a situation of domestic violence for example, that have 

been turned away and we’ve then had to get you know Solicitors involved, all the time I 

was fighting those cases some of them remained incredibly vulnerable, we are in the 

luxurious position to be able to say `we’re not going to see you sleeping on the streets’ 

if we weren’t there they would be so it’s really … personal budgets are mostly spent on 

emergency accommodation, they’re not meant to be really spent on you know clothes 

or food because someone hasn’t got any benefits.  
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It is clear that these observations segue into a larger and more uneasy conundrum: where does 

‘ownership’ of personal budgets lie? Ultimately it would seem that the answer is with Fulfilling 

Lives Islington and Camden. The administering of the scheme would appear to indicate that 

personal budgets are used by link workers as a (hugely important) cash resource. Crucially it can 

be seen to enable individual link workers to make a powerful difference to a clients’ day-to-day 

experience - e.g. taking someone off the streets and placing them into B&B accommodation, or 

from prison into a budget hotel. This has an important spin-off in terms of motivating the client 

to maintain contact with the project and start the process of relationship building with their link 

worker: 

 

 

When some of these needs are met the personal budget is then used for social needs - taking 

people out, coffees etc. 

 

I have to look at the whole person and I can only do things with him that I know that he’s 

not going to take that and spend the … and sell it for money, so you know we do get him 

clothes but we have to buy him one set at a time 

I always worked from the position it’s very much not for them to say `please may I have 
this?’ It’s their money and actually in 99% of instances I’d say `well if you want to use it like 

that go ahead’. But if someone is repeatedly selling their phone or their television I think 

there has to come a time when we’d be like, `this is now become a pattern. It’s not really 
helping you if we’re giving you the equivalent of £100 to then go and buy drugs with. We 
need to think about why that’s happening and do some work before we can get you another 
one’. So that’s really the only kind of thing I think we’d say no to because ultimately it’s not 

really helpful for them when it gets to that point. 

 

 

 

 

 

I just think using some of that personal budget to build a relationship with her because 

she’s got no trust whatsoever…” 

I think it makes a world of difference, I really do, just to have like that freedom to be able to 

do nice things with your clients or for example, like sometimes you know if you need to take 

your client for a coffee sometimes you might go into Costa quickly but then sometimes if you 

want to do something nice for someone’s birthday you can take them to a posh coffee shop 

and it’s like a whole new world and like the client’s not been in a posh coffee shop before 

and it’s like, `oh’ and it’s all exciting and it’s just very nice and that might be like ten quid do 

you know what I mean but it’s something that you can do that’s just .. really lifts people and 

makes them feel like part of society and not like an outsider. 
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Then esteem needs – e.g. gym, hair, nails: 

 

Ultimately self-actualisation - seeking personal growth through e.g. yoga classes: 

 

It is also apparent that link workers regard the use of personal budgets as critical to the success 

of their work:  

  

 

Considering that the project has now been running for almost two years and understanding of how 

personal budgets are being used is better understood there is an argument for saying that perhaps 

some rethinking or renaming is needed to better align this example of personalisation with the 

working reality. This would involve getting away from calling what is essentially a ring-fenced 

budget of £1,000 a personal budget may help in this regard. Evidence presented here would 

therefore seem to suggest that the reality is that, to all intents and purposes, personal budgets 

function as a link worker budget. Why not, then, simply acknowledge the fact that the day-to-day 

responsibility for managing and exercising the personal budget has been devolved down to the 

link worker team, which is one step away from the client having choice, control and flexibility? 

Simply put, it may be as close as the project is ever going to get to designing and delivering a 

personal budget without simply handing over £1,000 to each individual client.  

 

 

 

We just have to keep engaging her, however we do that we have to just keep engaging 

her because engagement is the only answer for her and then we can maybe build on 

some of those other things.    

 

 

 

Their self-care and their self-esteem is just quite often just zilch like literally they’re 

unable to look after themselves...they’ll say to you like `I just really, really want to get 

my nails done’ and they really want to get their nails done and it’s a nice 45 minutes 

and the nails last for a week and every time they look at them they think `oh okay yeah 

no I can look after myself, I can do something nice for myself’ and that’s like the 

smallest end of where I think the personal budgets can be really helpful.  

 

Then you’ve got like the other ends where like a client has gone on a nine-week Yoga 

course you know …. once a week an hour or something, and you know I had some. 

like the hostel she was in accused us a little bit of spoiling Sophie and that really got 

me angry because I just thought ̀ I think most people actually, most middle aged women 

in the country go on Yoga courses, you know we don’t call them spoilt’ it’s like why do 

these people deserve less than us, they don’t and I think if we can help them to do 

something nice that makes them feel good it’s money very well spent. 

 



 

19 
 

Peer Support Programme 

 

The role of people with lived experience of complex and multiple needs in service design, delivery 

and commissioning is seen to be of critical importance to the effectiveness and ethicality of 

Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden programme. The Peer Development Board has been 

positioned as the central fulcrum in bringing about this vision. More particularly, it aims to do so 

through four key ideas:    

 

 Being involved in Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden services and projects. 

 Producing a Peer Support Program for better service delivery to clients and opportunities 

for participants. 

 Offer different types of training and activities, such as drama workshops, computer training 

and independent living. 

 Talk to other organisations so they are aware of changes that are needed for people with 

complex needs and try to ensure that these are delivered. 

 

Interviews with members of the senior management team would appear to suggest that the 

project’s peer mentoring programme has developed slowly and unevenly. It was pointed out that 

while the project had recorded considerable success in recruiting peer mentors, only a relatively 

small proportion (estimated to be 5-7 people) are currently engaged in direct work with clients. 

The fact that the project has so many prospective rather than active peer mentors on its ‘books’ 

was attributed to ongoing staffing and training issues. But there was also a corresponding 

recognition that these cross-cutting issues were ultimately reducible to the ineffective nature of 

the Peer Development Board: 

 

 

In reflecting on the difficulties encountered in setting-up and sustaining the Peer Development 

Board, senior managers alluded to an overly ‘ambitious agenda’:  

 

[The] Peer Development Board. It was set up to be a board of people with lived in 

experience of the sort of issues our clients face that also sat on our Strategic Partnership 

Board and that acted as an Advisory Board for the project as a whole.  It was also then 

meant to have developed into a vehicle that would be able to do things like deliver 

training, or consultancy, or public speaking through the setup of a social enterprise at 

the end of year two. We tried for a long time to make it work. There were lots of difficult, 

really difficult dynamics and people falling out and not knowing what was expected of 

them.  We had to really review what we were doing and then we had to disband it and it 

was awful and now we’re recruiting and then we’re going to be pulling it altogether again. 
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There was also a clear recognition of the fact that it takes time to train and partner peer mentors 

with clients and link workers. 

 

Looking forward, the project is committed to making a conscious effort to address many of the 

underlying problems associated with the configuration of the Peer Development Board and wider 

peer to peer support programme: 

 

 

In addition to this focus on relationship building, the project has reconstituted the Peer 

Development Board. The project has also recognised that additional resources are required to 

support a fully functioning Peer Development Board. Part of this investment has been set aside 

to create a peer engagement worker role. It is anticipated that the peer engagement worker will 

coordinate and support the development of the purposed peer academy model, while also being 

responsible for peer training and consultation, user activities and raising the profile of peer to peer 

support.    

 

This rapid review hasn’t been able to satisfactorily unpick and establish the reasons as to why the 

project’s peer mentoring system has been beset with difficulties. This task has not been helped 

by the fact that not a single peer mentor was put forward to be interviewed as part of this evaluation 

process. It is also worth noting that there appears to be a further disconnect between the way in 

which the Peer Development Board communicates and relates to the link worker team: 

 

 

Getting the peer mentor programme up and running has been one of the biggest 

challenges of the project. I think we’re a long way from having a clear and cohesive 

system of getting peer mentors trained into the team and working kind of regularly. 

Having a fully functional organised Peer Mentoring Service running within and alongside 

what we’re doing with the link work team is challenging. There’s been some instances 

of a couple of individuals that have done some brilliant kind of work with our clients 

and they’ve got to a point where they’re able to work one-to-one, 

 

If someone has got their DBS cleared and they’ve done the training that’s brilliant; but 

then to actually bring them in to the team and make them a fully functional peer worker 

takes quite a lot of effort and planning on the behalf of the link workers because you 

know they are the ones that have to take out the peer workers and work with them and 

clients and that’s not to say that that hasn’t been happening or people are reluctant to 

do it it’s just because of the pace and the nature of the work [can prevents it from 

happening].  

 

We had recently an event for peer mentors and link workers to meet each other. We did 

some kind of group work, shared learning stuff and a few games… just so relationships 

can start building so the peer mentors and the link workers will have each other in mind 

for certain pieces of work 
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On balance, it seems fair to suggest that the future success of the peer mentoring system will 

depend as much on the strategic direction offered by the Peer Development Board and the 

Strategic Partnership Board on the one hand, as it will from the practical support of the link worker 

team on the other. Here, then, we see a further need for improved communication and shared 

understanding between the constitutive parts of Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden. Given the 

arrested development of the Peer Development Board it seems far too early to make any 

considered pronouncements about the potential for the uptake of the project’s peer support 

programmer across Islington and Camden.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have no idea what is happening with the peer mentoring at the moment to be honest. 
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System Change 

 

The project has recognised the need to develop a more effective mechanism for taking forward 

its system change priorities. This has resulted in the creation of two working groups (consisting of 

a core of Strategic Partnership members with others co-opted as required). 

 

I. System change: building an evidence base, communicating key messages and 

influencing commissioners.  

 

II. Operational base practice: adopting best practice and learning from programme 

development. 

 

It would appear that the formation of the two working groups represents a much improved 

framework for engendering a collaborative commitment to system change. What is particularly 

noticeable, however, is the absence of a clear and cohesive understanding of what actually 

constitutes system change:    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The interview record shows that the term system change is variously invoked to denote ‘best 

practice’; ‘co-production and co-location; ‘improved client outcomes’; ‘commissioner buy-in’ 

The main focus over the last year has been really looking at how we can make the 

Board and the system change work effectively. We needed to put in place a 

mechanism for system change and also decide what we mean by system change. 

I still think there’s lots of work to be done [and] a lot of the feedback we’ve had 

from the Board is like ‘`we need a clearer structure; we need a workplan’’. 

[Consequently] we’ve split it into two working groups, we’ve got an operational 

working Group and the system change working group 

 

I think one of the main achievements is that we are highlighting that there is demand 

but potentially not provision [under the] current conditions, which is difficult but it’s 

definitely the reality.  The potential is for us to make system change long term, 

maybe not in the immediate future, but to have those conversations with the 

stakeholders, the commissioners.   

 

I think it’s strong in terms of service approach, I think it’s a very committed, well 

organised and led team.  I think it’s probably weaker on the system change end. 

It’s probably naturally, especially for a new set up, and people wanting to get that 

right.  There has been some reflection over the last few months about how we do 

that shift but I think it needs a bit of a clearer steer forward in order to ensure that 

shift happens.   
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and ‘service design and delivery’. Most obviously, these different interpretations and 

understandings reveal system change to be an imprecise and elastic term.  But this also rather 

begs the questions: If there is such a lack of clear consensus about what system change entails, 

then how will Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden know when it has been achieved? This clearly 

points to the need to define / agree both on what ‘systems change’ is and what it will look like.  

 

However, it may be simply that there is a disconnect between an aspiration on the part of the 

Strategic Partnership Board for “revolutionary” change and simply recognising the systems change 

that is occurring:  

 

 

Currently it appears that the key process through which the Strategic Partnership Board believes 

that the project can achieve system change is by way of the demonstration pilots – e.g., 

Physiologically Informed Environments and Housing First. In practical terms, demonstration pilots 

are viewed as the principal means through which to alter practice within other agencies or teams 

by trying to replicate the flexible and coordinated approach of the Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden workers: 

 

 

 

Stakeholders were also to talk about the influence project has recorded thus far:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I think there’s a danger they get bogged down in thinking that systems change has to be 

some kind of incredible revolutionary change...rather than evolution...they’ve already 

achieved stuff and they need to start to capture that better I think. 

 

FLIC perhaps hasn’t recognised what it has achieved to date...they will have forced different 

bits of the system to think about how they work with those clients and hopefully got them to 

work in a better way.  

 

the basis of their evidence...being exposed to the way they work I think is 

having a bit of an impact I think… 

[Following on from a recent hospitals review] ...we’re now looking 

at...something very specific for the same client group...we realised there needs 

to be a much more intensive support… 

 

There hasn’t been any...specific...research...from FLIC...but it’s the joint 

working...co-production that is helping to inform the kind of models that are 

emerging locally.” So here strategic change is occurring through FLIC having 

sufficient profile and credibility that it’s approach and ways of working are seen 

as valid enough to influence commissioning even without an evidence base. 
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A key stakeholder noted that the presence of the Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden manager 

on a variety of strategic boards across the two boroughs meant that learning from project could 

be disseminated and drawn upon to influence other areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A similar sentiment was expressed by senior managers from within Fulfilling Lives Islington and 

Camden: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So what comes through form this is that Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden is creating strategic 

change by developing a role as a key influencer at all levels from practice through to 

commissioning. It would seem that the natural “next step” to take that up to policy level. And 

because influencing is a “soft” thing and intimately intertwined with the things it is influencing may 

be the reason why the project has struggled to recognise that role they now have, and objectify 

and measure and hence articulate the strategic change. What is also clear is that the makeup of 

the Strategic Partnership Board is broad enough (with one or two exceptions - mental health and 

adult social care) and of sufficient authority that Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden has the 

potential to be highly influential - if it knew what it’s message was “I’ve got lots of opportunities 

to flag opportunities with FLIC...to influence policy or commissioning intentions but...I’m not sure 

what the message is…” 

 

As an addendum to the foregoing points, a couple of key stakeholders suggested that strategic 

change may be overly ambitious within the context of ‘austerity’  

Systems are changing all the time...the challenge for FLIC is to try to influence 

that...our Adult Pathways is part of the system people with complex needs have to 

negotiate...we undertook a strategic review of that last year...FLIC was very much 

part of that, their input was very useful. They undoubtedly influence changes that are 

now taking place.  

 

What we are working on doing at the moment is actually bringing together these 

things, reflect them back at commissioner level to the people that can actually think 

about policy or where our next pot of funding is going to go or what the substance 

misuse strategy for the Borough is going to look like. [We can] use our ground work 

to feed into that change in policy or that change in strategy. That for me would be 

achieving system change. 

 

We’ve obviously got out strategic board which has got representation from both Local 

Authorities and Commissioners. The kind of the people that are at the level where 

they can have influence in how money is spent and how policy is changed, making 

them aware of that obviously well this is reflecting our reports back to the Lottery, 

back to our strategy board.  We’ve also been invited to take part in kind of a number 

of stakeholder events, [so we need to] make sure that we’re having meetings with 

that kind of level of people but also capturing what our work is and feeding that back 

to them. 
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There was also a corresponding sense that there might be a need in future (given austerity and 

prevailing political ideology) to look outside of traditional funding streams (e.g. LAs, CCGs) to 

private enterprise as a source of funding.   

 

In summary, then, the challenge for Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden is to show how its flexible 

and open-ended approach can start to influence system change - both in terms of practice 

change and commissioner ‘buy-in’. By necessity, part of this process must involve a clear 

definition and recognition of system change. There also needs to be a move away from what 

already appears to be a settled assumption within the project that demonstration pilots will yield 

largely positive outcomes for clients. What is perhaps missing – and indeed needs to be 

reemphasised – is that system change is not just simply about the implementation of ‘innovative’ 

service models, but is rather about engaging in an ongoing process of critical reflection and 

shared learning (Hough, 2015). Part of this reflexivity also involves recognising that system change 

does not need to carry the imprint of radical change. Rather, it can grow incrementally over the 

8-year lifespan of the programme through a combined process of review and refinement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Systems change is too aspirational in today’s financial climate.  
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Conclusion  

  

It would be wrong to overstate or inflate Fulfilling Lives Islington and Camden’s capacity for 

practice innovation and development. It is perhaps worth stating that Housing First. personal 

budgets, Psychologically Informed Environments and the link worker team model all have their 

antecedents in the field of homelessness. The novelty of the project’s approach resides not in its 

capacity for innovation, but rather in its commitment to adapting established and/or emerging 

forms of practice and systems of care to the needs of people facing severe and multiple 

disadvantages in Islington and Camden.   

 

Personal budgets can be an important vehicle for people with complex and multiple needs to 

pursue their interests. Even allowing for this, the term personal budget has been stretched too far 

to be an accurate description of the way in which the ring-fenced budget of £1,000 for each client 

is controlled and allocated. The uses to which the money is both pragmatically and creatively 

deployed is perhaps better captured by the term enabling fund.  There is also arguably a need for 

an economic evaluation of the use of personal budgets, particularly given that the evidence base 

for personal budgets in both health and social care is highly contested (see, for example, NAO, 

2016). The likelihood of this particular model of personalisation gaining traction among local 

policy makers and service commissioners seems very limited so long as statutory sector funding 

declines while support needs increase. 

 

The project’s Housing First approach has demonstrated that people with complex and multiple 

needs can live stable and independent lives. More nuanced attention needs to be paid to the 

practical difficulties (i.e. staffing levels, regularity of contact and provision of ‘wrap-around’ care) 

that are likely to arise if this important but modest service model is scaled-up to any significant 

degree. Additional thought also needs to be given to the utility of carrying out an economic 

analysis of the model and/or detailed evaluation of client outcomes. It seems unlikely that the 

project will be able to gain commissioner ‘buy-in’ without the production and dissemination of 

robust data.     

 

Based on evidence collected for this evaluation it would seem that the project’s commitment to 

peer support and the voice of people with lived experience of severe and multiple disadvantages 

has struggled to gain momentum and find anchor. It is not entirely clear from this rapid review 

why this is the case, although it is notable that the project has expressed a clear determination to 

both recalibrate and reanimate peer to peer support through investment in new staff and additional 

training.  

 

A recurring motif running across stakeholder and senior management interviews as well as the 

Revised Business Plan was that substantive system change has not happened, and is unlikely to 

happen without the Strategic Partnership Board assuming full responsibility/ownership for taking 

forward this agenda.  
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All in all, evidence from this evaluation suggest that operationally the project is strong on the 

ground due to resources available to the link worker team, while strategically there appears to be 

no clear or shared roadmap for improving project awareness and demonstrating that the project 

has the potential to effect wider systems change.  
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