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Coming up… 

A short 
intro to 

Barnardo’s

The gap: 
voice 

versus 
influence

What good 
looks like

Practical 
ideas and 

tools to 
take away… 
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1: 
A little about Barnardo’s

3



Who we are…
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Driving change for 
seven populations

Making it 
happen by
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DNA is the 
language 
that the story 
is written in
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2: 
The gap: 

voice ‘versus’ influence
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If children and young people 

disappeared from our 

commissioning processes 

tomorrow, what would change?
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Where commissioning often starts…

“Market 
engagement”

“Request for 
information” 

“Consultation 
exercises”

Surveys “Advisory 
groups”
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Participation happening too late

Tokenistic engagement

Feedback not influencing real decisions

Commissioning for short-term activity, not for long-term outcomes

Where commissioning often falls short…
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Participation happening too late

Tokenistic engagement

Feedback not influencing real decisions

Commissioning for short-term activity, not for long-term outcomes

And the impact of that… 
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Poor service design

Missed insights

Lived experience is seen as ‘nice to have’

Disengagement, distrust and scepticism



Data-led to evidence-led commissioning
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▪ Data is important – but it’s only part of the evidence you need.

Data helps us understand the system. 

Lived experience helps us understand its impact.

▪ Lived experience should shape your thinking – but it should 
also challenge it, and assumptions you have based on data.



3: 
What ‘good’ looks like
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Don’t get carried away…
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Cobiquity: noun

“An apparent appetite for participatory…practice and 
increased emphasis on partnership working, in combination 

with the related emergence of a plethora of ‘co’ words, 
promoting a conflation of meanings and practices from 

different collaborative traditions.”

Reference: Williams, O., Sarre, S., Papoulias, S.C. et al. (2020) Lost in the shadows: reflections on the dark side of co production. Health Research Policy 
and Systems, 18(43). URL: https://health-policy-systems.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12961-020-00558-0 
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Don’t get overwhelmed…
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Co-creation Co-design Consultation Co-production Engagement

Empowerment Inclusion Involvement Participation
Shared 

decision-
making

Youth-
led/child-led

Youth social 
action

Youth voice 
(and influence)



But start as you mean to go on…
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▪ Start early and intentionally.

▪ Consider the data alongside – and as equitable to – lived experience.

▪ Don’t start with change in mind – be curious and open-minded.

▪ Be humble – you don’t know it all.

▪ Recognise lived experience as an equitable lens to professional or 
learned experience.



Putting children’s rights at the centre

1 See: Lundy, L. (2007). ‘Voice’ is not enough: conceptualising Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, British    Educational Research Journal, 33:6, 927-942, DOI: 10.1080/01411920701657033
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1. Designing and providing safe, 
ethical, inclusive and meaningful 
opportunities for children and 
young people to give their views and 
share their lived experience.

2. Supporting and enabling children 
and young people to form and give 
their views and share their lived 
experience, in their way, on their 
terms, to get the best out of them.

3. The views and lived experiences of 
children and young people are heard 
by the people who can act or make 
a real difference.

4. The views and lived experiences 
of children and young people are 
responded to and/or acted upon, 
and feedback is provided to those 
involved.

Space Voice

Influence Audience

The Lundy 
Model of 

Participation



Critical conditions for getting it right…

Harsant, J. (2025). A critical inquiry into young people’s participation and its impact within local government decision-making. [Doctoral dissertation, University of Huddersfield]. 
University of Huddersfield Research Portal. https://pure.hud.ac.uk/files/113697312/24_Final_thesis.pdf
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Buy-in
Knowledge 

& skills
(scope, scale, and depth)

Understanding 
& negotiating 

priorities

The role/s of 
adults

Opportunities
(mechanisms and activities)

Recognition 
& reward

https://pure.hud.ac.uk/files/113697312/24_Final_thesis.pdf


BUT what about… 

Barrier, panic, AAAH… Deep breathe… consider…
“It takes too long” versus 
long term value

• Start small – focused engagement at key decision points
• Use existing structures – youth councils, school councils, community groups
• Create your blueprint – becomes faster and more efficient each cycle

Managing risk and 
safeguarding

• Agree ‘what’s in and what’s out’ – clarify roles, responsibilities and protocols
• Work with those who know – professionals/organisations who are trusted
• Be proportionate – not every decision needs participation

Balancing professional 
expertise and lived 
experience

• Clarify roles – what do people bring to the table?
• Accept challenge – especially at problem definition and evaluation stages
• Be transparent – keep a decision log, who’s input weighed more at what points?

Scaling participation 
without losing 
authenticity and diversity

• Build capability – train staff and strengthen expertise
• Creating feedback loops – there’s reciprocity at every level
• Be strategic about who – consider the depth vs breadth engagement you do
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4: 
Practical ideas and tools 

to take away
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Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
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Assessing need

▪ Involve children and young people in:

o Analysing and interpreting the data

o Identifying the actual problem

o Defining needs and priorities

o Assessing current service provision

o Finding gaps in what’s currently available



Case study:  Emotional Health & Wellbeing Service, 
   Denbighshire Council, North Wales
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• Barnardo’s were commissioned to deliver a whole family support service.

• Children and young people told us they wanted their own their own separate worker for 
independence and to ensure their voice was heard (and not just their parent’s voice).

• Their feedback was gathered and developed into a business case.

• The local authority approved additional funding for the ‘My Voice’ Project, creating a 
dedicated worker focused solely on children and young people.

• During re-commissioning, this insight led to a full redesign of the service, introducing a 
new model with dedicated/separate provision for children and young people.

• Barnardo’s were successful in tendering, and all services within the new ‘umbrella’ have 
been co-produced with children and young people, including the service name and logo.

Barnardo’s contact: Emma Williams, Service Manager – emma.williams@barnardos.org.uk 



Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
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Designing and delivering the solution

▪ Involve children and young people in:

o Designing the service specification/model

o Reviewing bid and tender submissions

o Interviewing potential providers

o Selecting the preferred provider/s

o Onboarding the new provider/s



Case study:  Essex Residential Reboot, 
   Essex County Council
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• 2021: council sought a strategic partner to co-(re)design residential care.

• Aim: align values and jointly redesign services to improve outcomes for 
vulnerable young people.

• Focus: young people 13+ with complex needs, with solutions developed 
over 9 months.

• Barnardo’s appointed, adding expertise, resource and clinical input. 

• Created a joint Residential Care Design Team with council, partners 
and care experienced young people.

• Design phase now complete, informed residential service model.

Barnardo’s contact: Craig Horner, Assistant Director Children’s Services – craig.horner@barnardos.org.uk



Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
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Making sure it’s doing the job

▪ Involve children and young people in:

o Inspecting / spot-checking the service 

o Gathering feedback from peers

o Analysing performance data

o Assessing ‘you said, we did’ in practice

o Evaluating the commissioning process!



Case study:  Young Inspectors, UK-wide
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• An important part of our quality assurance of ‘in and leaving care’ services.

• Young people, aged 8-25, with experience of: foster care, adoption, 
residential care, 16+ supported accommodation or supported lodgings.

• Trained and supported to conduct inspections of Barnardo's services either 
face-to-face or virtually across the UK

• Inspections focus on what's working well, what could be improved and how 
to make services better for young people.

• Leaders take this feedback seriously and develop an action plan in response.

• This model has then informed our Barnardo’s-wide Young Inspectors 
guidance for other services to adapt and use as they feel useful.

Barnardo’s contact: Steve Howell, Assistant Director Care Pathways – steven.howell@barnardos.org.uk



What about… 
Young Commissioners?

27

• Involving young people in all stages of the 
commissioning cycle in a structured way.

• Treating young people’s experience as 
equitable to that of professionals’ experience.

• Tangible ‘you said, we did’ – young people are 
helping to spend money on delivering 
outcomes locally.

• Opportunity for young people themselves to 
learn and develop skills.



To wrap up… 
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Few things to leave you with… 

▪ Start earlier: involve young people at the problem definition stage

▪ Make it visible: show how input changes decisions

▪ Build it in: make participation a requirement, not a bolt-on

29

What is one decision in your next commissioning 

cycle that young people could directly shape?



Barnardo House, Tanners Lane, Barkingside,
Ilford, Essex IG6 1QG | Tel: 020 8550 8822

Barnardo’s Registered Charity Nos.216250 and SC037605 24413AM23

Dr Josh Harsant
Head of Voice and Influence
UK Children’s Services

Josh.Harsant@barnardos.org.uk

Thanks so much!


	Slide 1: From Voice to Action:  Embedding Participation in Commissioning
	Slide 2: Coming up… 
	Slide 3: 1:  A little about Barnardo’s
	Slide 4: Who we are…
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: DNA is the language that the story is written in
	Slide 7: 2:  The gap:  voice ‘versus’ influence
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: Where commissioning often starts…
	Slide 10: Where commissioning often falls short…
	Slide 11: And the impact of that… 
	Slide 12: Data-led to evidence-led commissioning
	Slide 13: 3:  What ‘good’ looks like
	Slide 14: Don’t get carried away…
	Slide 15: Don’t get overwhelmed…
	Slide 16: But start as you mean to go on…
	Slide 17: Putting children’s rights at the centre
	Slide 18: Critical conditions for getting it right…
	Slide 19: BUT what about… 
	Slide 20: 4:  Practical ideas and tools to take away
	Slide 21: Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
	Slide 22: Case study:  Emotional Health & Wellbeing Service,     Denbighshire Council, North Wales
	Slide 23: Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
	Slide 24: Case study:  Essex Residential Reboot,     Essex County Council
	Slide 25: Build it in, don’t bolt it on…
	Slide 26: Case study:  Young Inspectors, UK-wide
	Slide 27: What about…  Young Commissioners?
	Slide 28:  To wrap up… 
	Slide 29: Few things to leave you with… 
	Slide 30

