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Sarah Johnson

A couple of years ago, 
the library service 
in Cheshire West 
and Chester was in 
decline. The number 
of visits had dropped 

by nearly 100,000 in the two years 
leading up to 2016. It seemed it was 
another casualty in the dismal UK 
landscape for libraries, where many 
have been closed or forced to rely 
on volunteers.

But today visitor numbers have 
rocketed by more than half a million, 
library membership has increased 
by 6% – up 11% among teenagers – 
and book borrowing is on the rise. 
Libraries across the district are now 
thriving community hubs, providing 
spaces for a diverse range of groups 
including a Syrian refugee sewing 
circle and venues where health 
visitors can support hard-to-reach 
families and where young people 
not in education, employment or 
training are happy to meet.

The new £37m cultural centre 
Storyhouse – which brings the 
city’s main library, a new cinema 
and a theatre all under one roof – 
has been the catalyst behind this 
transformation of library services.  
And last night Cheshire West 
and Chester council’s vision was 
recognised when the authority was 
named the overall winner in the 
Guardian’s Public Service Awards.

The Guardian’s public services 
editor, David Brindle, says: “We hear 
so much about councils struggling 
to maintain services, but Cheshire 
West and Chester has rejected 
retrenchment and gone on the front 
foot with a stunning investment that 
has not only breathed new life into 
its libraries, but triggered a much 
wider cultural and community 
reawakening.

“It took years of planning and 
scratching round to raise the money. 
But the end result shows brilliantly 
that councils can still find and 
skilfully deploy funds to arrest the 
depressing decline in their services, 
even though day-to-day revenue 
cash continues to be so squeezed.”

The council’s priorities to revive 
library-going and boost cultural and 
educational opportunities for its 
young people to give them a “great 
start in life” were behind its vision, 
according to executive support officer 
Robert Butler. It also recognised 
that while the city attracts millions 
of visitors a year, it had no cultural 
heart: “Not to have a cinema, [or 
theatre] to have a library in decline, 
and not have any sort of cultural hub 
was quite a big miss,” he says.  

In the middle of Chester was a 
disused cinema – an art deco Grade 
II-listed building – which had been 
empty for a decade. It was the perfect 
site for the city’s new cultural hub. 

With £33m of council capital 
funding and extra money from Arts 
Council England and other trusts, 
Storyhouse opened its doors in 
2017. The new library, which is the 
only one in the UK open daily until 
11pm, is integrated throughout the 
building linking the cafe, the cinema 
and the theatre. There is a new 
children’s area with opportunities 
for arts and crafts and storytelling 

Overall winner
Done by the book: a new
lease of life for Cheshire

▲ Library staff 
at the Storyhouse 
complex in 
Chester
PhotograPh: Fabio 
De Paola/guarDian

Overall and transformation winner
Cheshire West and Chester  
council library service team

Cheshire West and Chester council covers an area of 
92,000 hecatres (353.9 square miles) in the county 
of Cheshire in the north-west of England and has a 
population of 338,000 people. Since the 2015 elections, 
it has been governed by the Labour party, with 
Samantha Dixon becoming the first female leader of the 
council upon taking office. The council’s library service 
comprises 23 libraries across the region as well as a 
mobile service, which makes regular visits to villages 
throughout west Cheshire. Since Storyhouse was built, 
the profile of other libraries in the region has risen 
and there have been more activities such as quizzes, 
talks and knitting clubs among others on offer. Library 
visits increased from 1.37m to 1.96m between 2016-17 
and 2017-18 and library membership is 6% higher in 
2017-18 than the year before. Cheshire West and Chester 
council’s vision was recognised when it was named the 
overall winner in the Guardian’s Public Service Awards.  

A new library, theatre 
and cinema in Chester 
has become the cultural 
heart of an entire region

positive impact,” says Butler. “It’s a 
big borough with more than 300,000 
people. You don’t want just the 
children of Chester to be educated.”

Storyhouse has also inspired 
library staff who are now more 
energised and engaged, according to 
Rachel Foster, senior library services 
manager. “We’re really positive 
about what we can offer. I don’t 
think that’s the case everywhere. We 
have reduced budgets and pressures, 
but I think our culture is positive and 
engaged, and we don’t talk about 
libraries in a defensive manner,” she 
says. “People are more empowered. 
There’s leadership, passion and 
engagement. And in terms of the 
way the library service is delivered, 
it’s a lot more interactive. It’s a 
community-driven cultural hub.”

Butler adds: “I keep hearing that 
the library service has found a new 
lease of life.”  

also created unique opportunities 
for joint cultural ventures including 
Babble – a festival celebrating the 
diversity of languages spoken in 
the district that featured Syrian 
storytelling and Hungarian folk 
artists. And the three-day event 
Love Later Life, which looked 
at loneliness and isolation, and 
offered performances, talks, digital 
workshops, and yoga and art. Every 
month, 125 community groups 
use Storyhouse as their home and 
1.4 million visitors have walked 
through its doors since it opened. 

But it is not only the people 
in Chester who have benefited 
from Storyhouse. 

The development has also had 
an impact on library services across 
the wider locality. Indeed, 1,514 
of the 16,500 total new library 
members registered at services 
outside the city. “All have seen a 

‘A fantastic, feel-
g0od advert for 
local authority-
led regeneration 
and a vindication 
of bold investment’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards▶ The children’s 

library at 
Storyhouse 
PhotograPh: Fabio 
De Paola/guarDian

Introduction
David Brindle

A sector drawing on 
ingenuity to thrive 
in the face of  cuts

Austerity is still with us. In his budget 
last month, chancellor Philip Hammond 
declared it was “coming to an end”. But 
the independent Institute for Fiscal 
Studies says spending remains flat, cuts 
are not being reversed 

and the public sector should be 
braced for “more difficult years”.

The sector will need to draw on 
the kind of ingenuity demonstrated 
by the winners of the Guardian 
Public Service Awards 2018. 

Our overall winner, Cheshire West 
and Chester council, has succeeded 
in turning what has elsewhere been 
a grim story of library cuts into a 
triumphant re-birth of the service.

Winners found elsewhere include 
HM Land Registry, the Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue 
Service, and South London and Maudsley NHS foundation 
trust. Two charities – Safe Families for Children and the 
Benjamin Foundation – and two social enterprises – SH:24 
and Wellbeing Teams – pick up awards. Our two individual 
winners are Lynn Saunders, who scoops the leadership 
trophy, and Annette Smith, who was voted public servant 
of the year in a readers’ poll.

Thanks to the thousands who voted, to our valued 
sponsors of the awards and to the hundreds of other 
teams and individuals who entered in sheer defiance of 
austerity and all its works. 

David Brindle, public services editor 

Thanks to those who 
voted, to our sponsors 
and to the hundreds 
who entered in sheer 
defiance of austerity 
and all its works

editors: Debbie anDalo, sarah jewell, DaviD brinDle 
production editor: Craig sCott 
picture editor: traCey tomlin
cover illustration:selman hoşgör
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and a new study space to support 
learning and research. But it’s the 
books that have pride of place. 
“The library goes through the whole 
of the building,” explains Butler. 
“There are bookcases all the way 
around. It’s unlike anywhere else 
I’ve ever seen. It’s attractive and it 
does inspire you to read.”

Bringing the library, cinema and 
theatre into a single building has 
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Rachel Williams

I n the face of a recruitment 
crisis in adult social care, the 
innovative approach adopted 
by homecare provider 
Wellbeing Teams is paying 
dividends. The organisation 

recruits people from outside the 
domiciliary care sector, particularly 
from customer service and retail, 
believing the priority is to find 
people with the right values who 

can acquire the skills needed to help 
older people to live well at home.

Wellbeing Teams currently works 
in Wigan and Oxford, and will soon 
be expanding into Stockport and 
Trafford in Greater Manchester 
and Thurrock, Essex. 

Unusually for a finalist in this 
category, the organisation does 
not have a human resources 
department. Instead, its self-
managing teams of up to 12 staff 
carry out their own recruitment, and 
share the roles traditionally carried 
out by HR. One member acts as the 
recruitment coordinator, spending 
two to four hours a week on the role 
alongside their care work. 

Team members carry “referral 
cards”, designed to encourage 
people to apply to work for 
Wellbeing Teams. 

If a team member receives 
excellent service in a shop, cafe or 

created a one-page profile describing 
what people appreciate about them, 
what matters to them and how 
best to support them at work. They 
also receive the one-page profiles 
of the staff who’ll be running the 
recruitment workshop.

Sanderson estimates that 30% 
to 40% of the people who attend 
workshops come from word-of-
mouth referrals – her preferred 
method of finding employees. 
Although the teams have not yet 
got any new members directly using 
the referral cards, she believes 
they are an important part of that 
process. “Even if they don’t [end 
up applying], it may be something 
they tell their partner or their kids 
about,” she says. “If nothing else, 
we’ve given somebody that we 
don’t know a compliment.”

Current team members include 
a former librarian, hairdresser, van 
driver, foster parent and childminder. 
“They bring a different wealth of 
skills and experiences,” Sanderson 
says. After probation, Wellbeing 
Teams has a turnover rate of less than 
10%, compared with 42% (including 
probation) for care workers with 
domiciliary providers in England. 
It is proving successful in attracting 
younger people into social care, too: 
16% of team members are currently 
aged under 25, compared with 11% 
of the adult social care workforce.

Sanderson also wants to challenge 
the perception that there is no career 
path within homecare. Other roles 
in the self-managed teams that help 
develop staff include schedulers, 
who gain experience that could be 
used in project management, and 
storytellers, who handle social 
media. They are paid extra to write 
tweets or Facebook posts, coached 
by the organisation’s central 
communications and brand leader. 

Recruitment
The care provider
rewriting the rules

▼ Wellbeing Teams is recruiting 
staff from outside social care 
who share its values 

‘It’s about people 
taking responsibility, 
organising 
themselves in a 
difficult area, and 
building enthusiasm 
and morale’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

Wellbeing Teams is 
tackling the staff crisis 
in adult care with an 
innovative approach 
to hiring employees 

Recruitment winner
Wellbeing Teams

Wellbeing Teams, which delivers 
domiciliary care under local 
authority contracts, has been 
running since January. It has 
self-managing teams in Wigan and 
in Oxford, with plans to expand. 
Thanks to a radical new approach 
to recruitment, it is bringing in 
staff from outside social care – and 
keeping them. Staff engagement 
and wellbeing are measured 
monthly and shared among the 
teams to work out improvements. 
Wellbeing Teams is supported 
by the charity and adult health 
and social care provider Making 
Space, which contributed £500,000 
for its first year.

Our stance is that if we recruit great 
people for their values, we can 
teach them what they need to know 
to be skilled at caring for people.” 
It is harder to unlearn traditional, 
hierarchical ways of working, 
Sanderson believes, than to learn 
new ways of working.

That has meant developing a 
different recruitment model. “We 
wanted a way that enabled us to find 
people who shared our values and, 
most importantly, to recruit people 
in a way that demonstrated our 
values,” she says.

With compassion at the top of 
the list, that meant stepping away 
from the usual practice of, for 
example, only responding to those 
applicants wanted for interview, 
or inviting people to interview 
without giving them any prior 
information about the people on 
the interview panel.

Instead of using a standard person 
specification, Wellbeing Teams 
has a one-page profile describing 
the qualities it looks for and how 
it supports employees. 

Rather than request CVs, it asks 
people to answer three questions 
and then book a call at a time that 
suits them. This call is taken by the 
team coach and the recruitment 
coordinator. Applicants who 
pass this stage then come to a 
recruitment workshop, having 

Linda Jackson 

F or most people, a 
weekend walk in the 
park is a normal part 
of family life. But for 
Debbie Johns*, from 
Derbyshire, it was little 

more than a dream – until recently.
Over the past decade, the 33-year-

old has put her life on hold. Having 
a 12-year-old son with a range of 
autistic spectrum disorders means 
she has been unable to leave him 
alone with his 11-year-old sister. Few 
can imagine the impact, not only on 
Johns and her children, but also on 
her new partner and his sons. 

“Our whole life revolves around 
his care,” she says. “David* is very 
bright and goes to mainstream 
school during the day. But he is 
made very anxious by normal 
demands and has pathological 
demand avoidance disorder. The 
pressure of keeping a lid on all his 
feelings at school means he explodes 
when he comes home. I can’t leave 
him with his sister – not even to go 
to the bathroom.”

Now, thanks to Safe Families for 
Children, a little-known charity 
that links struggling families with a 
network of supportive volunteers, 
life is beginning to look brighter. 
Johns and the children head to 
the park every week with the 
support of a volunteer especially 
matched to the needs of the family.

They are among more than 1,000 
families helped this year by the 
charity, which works with 33 local 
authorities across England and 
Scotland, supporting vulnerable 
children and their parents who 
are suffering from isolation, 
disability, ill health or other issues. 
Desperate, many have no friends or 
family to turn to.

Set up with the aim of stabilising 
families in times of crisis and 
reducing the number of children 

Care 
Laying the foundations
for a happy home life 

◀ ▲ More than 6,000 children have 
been helped since the launch of Safe 
Families for Children in 2013

Safe Families for Children connects specialist 
volunteers with families in need of support, 
empowering parents and carers – ultimately 
reducing the number of children taken into care 

going in and out of care, the charity 
provides personalised, essential 
help at a time when children’s 
services are under pressure. 

Volunteers accommodate 
children in their own home, donate 
useful items such as children’s toys, 
or act as a family friend, offering 
mentoring and support. The aim is 
to give tailored support to enable 
parents to bring stability to their 
lives. Help ranges from hosting 
a child overnight while a parent 
is in hospital, connecting isolated 
parents such as asylum seekers with 
community groups, or being there 
for a bereaved family. 

There are 93,000 children in local 
authority care in the UK – with 90 
children going into care every day. 
Children who have been in care 
often struggle later in life. Nearly one 
quarter of all adults in prison and 
those living on the street have been 
in local authority care. Meanwhile, 
40% of 19- to 21-year-old care leavers 
were not in employment, education 
or training in 2016.

Kat Osborn, the charity’s chief 
executive, says: “We want to stop 

Care winner
Safe Families for Children

Safe Families for Children was 
established five years ago and 
is based on a US model, which 
reduced the number of children in 
care by up to 50% in some US states. 
Launched in north-east England in 
2013, it has since spread across the 
UK to the north-west, the Midlands, 
the south and south-west, Scotland 
and Wales. More than 1,000 families 
have been helped this year and 
more than 6,000 children have 
been helped since the charity’s 
launch. Safe Families for Children 
employs 67 staff and has 1,173 
volunteers. Its funding comes from 
local authorities (£1.48m) and 
donations (£778,000).

this cycle. We work with the local 
authority to decide which families 
could most benefit from our service, 
then our staff of social workers 
and community workers carefully 
match families with volunteers and 
oversee support from start to finish. 
Depending on the need, support 
usually lasts from between a day 
to up to six months, to empower 
the family rather than leave them 
dependent on support.

“In North Tyneside, where we 
supported 66 families, the council 
reported a 16% fall in children taken 
into care. Our volunteers offer 
moral support and practical help to 
people who are struggling to cope, 
where things could easily escalate 
into a crisis. We are not social care, 
but we work closely with them. We 
can free up local authorities so they 
can concentrate on people who are 
in need of intensive support. For 
people who are isolated and need 
community, we can provide it. For 
a lot of people, what they need is 
hope, a friend and a bit of a break 
every so often.”

This is exactly what Johns has 
received from volunteer Ruth 
Golton, a trained special needs 
teacher and mother of a daughter 
with Asperger’s syndrome. Her 
experiences help her provide 

support as a family friend to Johns. 
David has formed an instant bond 
with her and the two are planning 
on taking a trip to the science 
museum in Sheffield.

“I know how lonely it can be – 
and it makes a difference to have 
someone just come and have a cup 
of tea with you,” says Golton. “I 
wanted to give something back, so 
I started volunteering two years ago. 
I come round every Thursday and 
we might take my dog to the park.”

For Johns, who struggled to get 
a diagnosis for David for years, the 
support has been invaluable. “I have 
felt very dark at times. Ruth accepts 
us and doesn’t judge our situation. 
David knows there is someone out 
there who understands him. That 
is incredible.” 

*Names have been changed.

‘An inspirational 
scheme showing 
how volunteers 
can complement 
statutory services 
with great results’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

restaurant, they give a card to the 
staff member. The organisation also 
advertises on electronic job boards, 
and through social media, posters 
and leaflets. So far, 90% of the team 
members recruited have not come 
from another homecare provider.

“We believe if you’re working in 
customer care, you are more likely 
to have the values of how you focus 
on the customer, how you make 
their day, how you pay attention 
to what they need,” explains Helen 
Sanderson, chief executive at 
Wellbeing Teams.

“What we say is: ‘If you’ve 
already worked in homecare or 
adult social care, welcome, but you 
will have a lot of unlearning to do. 
And if you’ve never worked in adult 
social care, welcome, we’ll teach 
you everything you need to know.’ 
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Congratulations to all the winners
of the Public Service Awards

Jane Dudman

W hen Lynn 
Saunders was 
nominated 
for this year’s 
Leadership 
Excellence 

award, university researcher Dan 
Micklethwaite described her role 
as “not for the faint-hearted”, 
adding “but it is a vital one for 
society, and one she carries out 
with professionalism, care, integrity 
and bravery".

Micklethwaite wasn’t 
exaggerating. Saunders is a prison 
governor, running the largest 
treatment centre in Europe for men 
with sexual convictions, and has 
also set up – and runs – a charity to 
provide support for o� enders as they 
move back into the community. On 
top of that, she is also midway 
through a PhD on socio-legal studies.

In the 10 years that Saunders has 
been governor of HM P Whatton, 
she has introduced a wide range of 
rehabilitation programmes. “In my 
job, you see the best and the worst of 
people, sometimes within the same 
hour,” she says. “You have to be 
strong to deal with that.”

That strength of character is 
clear: � ve years ago, when Saunders 
couldn’t get funding from the prison 
service for a programme to support 
prisoners to move back into the 
community, she set up a charity to 
do the work. “I’d been a trustee on 
a number of charities, so setting 
one up was the obvious solution,” 
she says.

Working with colleagues in 
the prison, police and probation 
services, as well as Nottingham 
Trent University, Saunders managed 
to secure initial funding for the 
 Safer Living Foundation  charity, 

Leadership excellence
‘If I can stop even one
person off ending –
that is my motivation’

▲ As well as working with a number of 
charities, Lynn Saunders has also set 
up the Safer Living Foundation charity
PHOTOGRAPH: KEVIN NEWTON

Leadership excellence winner
Lynn Saunders

Lynn Saunders is the governor of 
HMP Whatton, a category C prison 
in Nottinghamshire that holds up to 
841 adult male sex o� enders. The 
largest treatment centre for people 
with sexual convictions in Europe, 
it runs a wide range of educational 
and vocational training, as well as 
o� ending behaviour programmes . 

Safer Living Foundation  is 

a charity founded in 2014 by 
Saunders. It as a joint venture 
between HMP Whatton and 
Nottingham Trent University, with 
support from the National Probation 
Service (East Midlands) and 
Nottinghamshire Police. Its focuses 
 on reducing sexual o� ending and 
reo� ending through rehabilitative 
and preventative initiatives.

Prison governor Lynn 
Saunders’ approach to 
cutting reoff ending has 
been widely adopted

By Kim Thomas

I n 1991, Heather Smart became 
Northern Ireland’s � rst female 
� re� ghter – and she stayed 
 for 27 years, retiring this year. 
Thanks to her e� orts, more 
and more women are � nding 

their vocation in the � re service: 
today, the Northern Ireland Fire and 
Rescue Service (NIFRS) employs 60 
female � re� ghters. 

Even so, it remains – as in the rest 
of the UK – a service dominated by 

men. Figures from 2017 show that 
3.6% of � re� ghters were women, an 
increase from 2% in 2009. NIFRS has 
already acted to address the under-
representation of � re� ghters from 
the Catholic community, but wanted 
to do more to improve its record on 
recruiting women. 

It was important, says David 
Moore, director of human resources, 
“to have a workforce which is 
representative of our community”, 
but another driver, he adds, was that 
organisations that are diverse are 
more successful .

The organisation set a target of 
having at least 10% of applications 
come from women. This involved 
an active approach – reaching out 
to women and showing them the 
attractions of a career in the � re 
service – rather than passively 
waiting for them to apply, but also 

Diversity and inclusion
Blazing a trail for a
more equal workforce

▲ The NIFRS has set a target of 
having at least 10% of applications 
from women. Heather Smart, below, 
was the � rst to join in 1991 

Diversity and inclusion winner
The Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service

The Northern Ireland Fire and 
Rescue Service is the statutory � re 
and rescue service for Northern 
Ireland, covering 5,500 square 
miles and serving a population 
of 1.8 million people. It has 68 
stations and approximately 2,230 
employees, including 917 full-time 
� re� ghters, who are based at � re 
stations in the cities and larger 

towns. There are also 994 retained 
(part-time) � re� ghters, who have 
other jobs but who live and work no 
more than � ve minutes away from a 
� re station, and are able to respond 
to emergency calls within minutes. 
The service receives approximately 
34,000 calls a year. The 2018 
� re� ghter intake was 11% female, 
11% were BME  and 7% were LGBT.

The Northern Ireland 
Fire and Rescue Service 
has become a leading 
light in gender equality

identifying any elements of the 
recruitment process that indirectly 
discriminated against women.

NIFRS created an outreach 
programme, much of it aimed at 
the 14-16 age group, as research 
shows that this is the age when 
girls are likely to make decisions 
about a career. It invited schools to 
nominate participants for � ve-day 
work experience courses, and also 
advertised “Come and Try” days on 
social media, inviting women and 
girls to come into the station and 
experience what it was like to wear 
� re kit and breathing apparatus, 
and to � nd out more about what 
the job entailed. The days proved 
immensely popular, and were 
quickly oversubscribed. 

Moore also set about 
re-examining the recruitment 
process, part of which involved 
putting candidates through practical 
aptitude tests that measure their 
ability to perform typical � re� ghter 
tasks, such as climbing and 
descending a ladder or performing a 
deadlift. There was a big di� erential 
in the pass rates: 45% of men, but 
only 19% of women. This was largely 
due to the use of tests that were 
harder for women, such as one in 
which candidates had to roll out 
lengths of hose, a task requiring a 
good deal of upper body strength. 

Having consulted with the 
service’s � re� ghters about how 
often their job required them to 
perform that particular task, Moore 
and his colleagues removed it, and 
redesigned other tests to make them 
more relevant to the job. As a result, 
62% of men, and 59% of women, 
now pass. The multi-stage � tness 
test was also removed because 
it proved “de� ating” for women 
required to take it alongside stronger 
male candidates. It was replaced by 
individual tests of � tness, including 
running on a treadmill.  

Moore also wanted to make the 
service a more welcoming place 
for women. “I do a lot of work with 
� re� ghters themselves around the 
culture of the station and making 
sure that it’s appropriate.” It’s 

important, he says, to remove the 
“chill factor” that deters women 
from applying, and adds: “The more 
women who apply, the more the 
culture will change.”

The 2017 recruitment campaign 
exceeded targets: the 2018 � re� ghter 
intake was 11% female. It was 
diverse in other ways, too: 11% were 
from black and minority ethnic 
backgrounds, 7% were LGBT and 
11% were over 40 years old. Moore 
believes that it is possible to reach a 
critical mass: “When you attract those 
initial people and raise their pro� le, 
then that becomes a momentum of its 
own,  that’s the journey we’re on .”

It is also important, he says, to 
have women in more senior roles to 
show that it is possible for women to 
rise through the ranks: the strategic 
leadership team, formed in 2017, 
is 32% female. The service has also 

teamed up with the Boardroom 
Apprentice scheme, which aims 
to make boards more accessible to 
young people, providing 12-month 
placements to two young people . 

Moore is also proud of the 
service’s pioneering work in creating 
a culture of greater acceptance of 
transgender people within the � re 
service. A station commander, 
Karen McDowell, transitioned while 
working for the service, and was 
supported so e� ectively, says Moore, 
that “other organisations come to 
us – we are pretty much seen as 
best practice because we’ve been 
through that in a predominantly 
male organisation.”

‘The engrained 
cultural norms in 
Northern Ireland 
make the fi re service 
stand out as a 
beacon for progress 
in diversity’

Judges’ comments
Public Service AwardsPH
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skills, including her work in the 
charitable sector, where she has 
been a trustee of various charities 
since 2009. “As a prison governor, 
you are the ultimate decision maker. 
So it was hard to start with, being 
part of a team of trustees. But having 
to do things in a di� erent way is 
very liberating,” she says. “I don’t 
have to be brilliant at everything. If 
I give people con� dence, they’ll be 
far more skilled than me. I still make 
the ultimate decisions, but I am 
more con� dent about letting people 
come to their own conclusions.”

Saunders admits that when her 
children, now in their 20s, were 
younger, work/life balance was a 
challenge. “But that is true of lots 
of women in big jobs,” she says. She 
now relaxes by going to the gym, and 
says she has learn ed to be resilient. 
“I’m now of an age where I can help 
other people deal with that, too.”

Of her many achievements, what 

makes Saunders most proud? She 
says that some of the programmes 
she has started at Whatton, 
including controversial treatment 
to reduce prisoners’ sexual desires, 
have now been adopted more 
widely. “That’s fantastic, seeing 
something we started from nothing, 
rolling out to other prisons,” she 
says. “It’s the idea of having actually 
made a di� erence.” 

which she continues to chair and 
run. Volunteers and eight members 
of sta�  now deliver a range of 
projects, including the ground-
breaking circles of support project, 
in which groups of four volunteers 
from a local community meet 
up with a person with a sexual 
conviction after release to o� er 
social, practical and emotional 
support, as well as monitoring and 
supervision. This has been shown to 
cut reo� ending, improve lives and 
save public money.

For Saunders, this is all part of her 
response when people ask her why 
she works with sexual o� enders. 
“Why wouldn’t you try to stop 
people doing terrible things?” she 
asks. If I can stop people o� ending 
– if I can stop even one person 
o� ending – that is my motivation.”

Saunders began her career as 
a social worker and worked as a 
probation o�  cer for � ve years. 
A job working in a prison sparked 
her career-long interest. “I’ve 
done more social work in prisons 
than in the community,” she says. 
Before Whatton, she was governor 
of Lincoln  prison, and Morton Hall 
before that. Her work has already 
been recognised: in 2013, she was 
awarded a Winston Churchill 
fellowship. “I never had a gap year, 
so this was a bit like a very curtailed 
and long-awaited gap year, to visit 
prisons in the US and Canada.” Since 
then, she has visited many other 
prisons in di� erent countries. 

She feels her di� erent activities 
have helped enhance her leadership 

‘Lynn demonstrates 
a passionate belief 
in the need to 
improve services, 
as well as academic 
profi ciency’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards
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By Kim Thomas

For HM Land Registry, 
the property crash 
of 2008 resulted in 
a particularly hard 
landing. Twelve months 
earlier, at the peak of the 

property boom, it processed £1m 
worth of property every minute. 
But following the crash, the Land 
Registry finished the year £3m in 
the red – down from £100m surplus 
the previous year. In response, it 
slashed its headcount by half and 
froze recruitment. But in 2014, when 
the volume of work was rising again, 
the organisation faced a resource 
and skills deficit, with a third of the 
workforce close to retirement age. 

business administration to process 
the most straightforward work and 
ease the administrative burden. 
But there was still an expertise gap 
when it came to staff who could 
take on the more difficult casework.  

But when the apprenticeships 
levy was introduced last year, the 
Land Registry saw an opportunity. 
The levy was a tax on every 
organisation with a payroll bill of 
£3m or more – but the tax went 
into a fund that could then be 
drawn on to pay for apprenticeship 
training. “It made sense to me that 
if we were looking at providing a 
clear career path up to the highest 
level, we should look at providing 
something that built a bridge 
between our senior technicians 
right the way through to lawyer,” 
Anderson says. 

In partnership with CILEx, 
the professional body for 
chartered legal executives, the 
organisation designed a bespoke 
two-year apprenticeship open to 
internal staff. The new paralegal 
and chartered legal executive 
apprenticeship, tailored to focus 
on conveyancing and land law, 
leads to one of two recognised 
qualifications: a level three 
certificate in law and practice 
for paralegals, or a level six 
professional higher diploma in 
law and practice, and qualification 
as a chartered legal executive. 
The chartered route provides the 
entry-level qualification for an 
assistant land registration lawyer 
grade – the usual entry point for 
the lawyer’s function. So, for the 
first time, experienced caseworkers 
could progress to the lawyer 
grades, making it possible to join 
the Land Registry as an entry-level 
caseworker and move up.

The apprenticeship scheme, 
currently running as a pilot, proved 
immensely popular, says Anderson, 
attracting 60 applications. “We had 
a lot more people wanting to do it 
than we could have catered for.” 
Since the scheme was launched last 
year, 19 caseworkers have joined 
the programme, aged between 

21 and 59. “Their motivation for 
doing it is exactly the same – they 
want to learn more and be able 
to achieve more in their careers,” 
says Anderson. 

The apprenticeship is delivered 
through a combination of face-
to-face workshops, webinars, 
individual study, coaching and 
revision sessions in preparation 
for exams. Apprentices learn on 
the job and can put their learning 
into practice to consolidate their 
skills and gain practical experience. 
Although it is academically 
challenging, the apprentices have 
found it hugely rewarding and, 
at the end of the first year, all 19 
passed the first exam, with 10 
achieving a distinction. Three 
apprentices have already been 
promoted to senior casework 
technician positions, as a result of 
the skills and experience gained on 
the programme. An evaluation of 
the first year has recommended the 
programme be expanded across the 
Land Registry from next year. 

Key to the success of the 
scheme, according to Anderson, 
is “organisational commitment, 
the investment in our staff 
and the value that we know, 
organisationally, we get from 
that investment. So we get 
positivity, commitment and good 
connections between people and 
their organisation when they feel 
that their contribution is valued. 
The recognition they get from that 
investment as individuals, we get 
back in spades.”

Learning and development
How the Land Registry
is helping to build careers 

▲ The two-year apprenticeship 
offered by Land Registry allows staff 
to progress in their profession 

Learning and development winner
HM Land Registry

Created in 1862, HM Land Registry 
is a non-ministerial government 
department that registers ownership 
of land and property in England 
and Wales, with its running costs 
covered by the fees paid by users. Its 
responsibilities include providing a 
reliable record of information about 
ownership of and interests affecting 
land and property; providing owners 

with a land title, guaranteed by the 
government; and providing a title 
plan that indicates boundaries.

The land and property ownership 
it safeguards is worth more than 
£4tn, including £1tn of mortgages. 
The Land Registry itself has 
25m titles showing evidence of 
ownership for more than 85% of the 
landmass of England and Wales.

‘They have made 
brave decisions 
and shifted the 
demographic of the 
workforce. It was 
very ambitious’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

Short of caseworkers to 
tackle complex cases, 
HMLR now offers legal-
training apprenticeships 
to employees of all agesDebbie Andalo

The digital sexual 
health service SH:24  
is revolutionising 
sexual health 
services nationwide, 
at a time when 

demand has never been greater. 
The social enterprise, based in 
Southwark, south London, offers 
free around-the-clock home test 
kits for four common sexually 
transmitted infections – chlamydia, 
gonorrhoea, syphilis and HIV. 

But SH:24 is more than a remote 
testing service. It fast-tracks 
patients with positive results for 
gonorrhoea, syphilis and HIV to 
NHS clinics and directly prescribes 
treatment for chlamydia. Its team 
of specialist doctors and nurses 
offer support and advice via 

Digital and technology
Online sexual health clinic
takes the pressure off NHS

Digital and technology winner
SH:24

SH:24 is an online sexual health 
service with links to NHS clinics. 
It provides home testing kits for 
gonorrhoea, syphilis, HIV and 
chlamydia. It prescribes treatment 
for chlamydia and refers all patients 
with other positive test results to 
contracted NHS clinics. Sexual 
health clinicians offer 24/7 advice 
via mobile and users can move 

seamlessly through the internet 
and phone to traditional clinics. 
In the first year in its launch areas 
of Lambeth and Southwark, south 
London, STI rates fell by 8%. Today 
it has contracts with NHS and 
councils in 15 regions in England. It 
takes 10,000 test kit orders monthly, 
handles 150 inquiries daily and its 
website has 13,500 hits a month.  

STI testing service SH:24 
offers cheaper screening 
and faster treatments 
than traditional clinics

text, phone or webchat 24/7; the 
team handles 150 queries daily. 
It provides a confidential partner 
notification service in cases of 
positive results. And its website 
– a mine of clear information 
and advice about what it takes 
to maintain good sexual as well 
as reproductive health – receives 
13,500 hits a month.

Its arrival in the digital health 
space has not gone unnoticed: Prof 
Kevin Fenton, director of health 
and wellbeing at Public Health 
England (PHE), has described SH:24 
as “an innovation in sexual health 
provision”.

Public health consultant Dr 
Gillian Holdsworth helped found 
the community interest company 
after she and others recognised the 
need to improve access to sexual 
health services: “We also wanted 
to help people manage their sexual 
and reproductive health more 
themselves, and also give them 
support if they needed it,” she says. 

The organisation has had 
impressive results since it launched 
in two south London boroughs 
three years ago. The rate of STI 
testing in Lambeth and Southwark 
almost doubled after the digital 
service became available; within 
12 months, the STI rate fell by 8%, 
bucking the trend across London. 
SH:24 calculates that in the two 
boroughs alone it has helped save 
£500,000 of NHS time, and self-
testing offers cheaper screening 
than seeing patients in a clinic.     

More recently, the service has 
expanded across England. Today, 
SH:24 has contracts with the NHS 
and local councils in 15 regions. 
It supplies free STI testing from 
County Durham and Bradford in 
the north, to Essex and Medway in 
the south. Only 8% to 12% of people 
screened need to be referred to an 
NHS clinic, giving those services 
more time to devote to more 
complex cases. “We’ve taken the 
simple cases out of the clinics,” 
Holdsworth says.    

Testing kit turnaround times 
are impressive. SH:24 has around 
10,000 orders a month. It promises 
results within 72 hours, but 65% are 
delivered within 24.    

SH:24 has been created at a 
time when sexual health services 
– especially in London – are at 
crisis point, triggered by increased 
patient demand and continuing 
cuts to public health and NHS 
budgets. 

According to official PHE figures, 
last year the number of diagnosed 
cases of gonorrhoea rocketed by 
22% and syphilis by 20%. 

At the same time, STI clinics 
have never been busier. In 2017, 

‘SH:24 is 
revolutionising the 
treatment of sexually 
transmitted diseases, 
driving genuine 
improvements’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

delivery is so slow, compared to the 
rate we work at.”   

There were also technological 
challenges: it took 17 different 
versions – with constant feedback 
from service users – to get 
the website “right”. Service 
development manager Chris 
Howroyd says: “Our biggest 
challenge wasn’t digital at all. The 
problem was informing people 
how to collect their own blood 
in the test kit. We had relied too 
heavily on the physical instruction 
leaflet. We realised we could do a 
lot better and so we looked at how 
we could digitise the instructions 
and looked at online videos: 
that has been, by a long shot, the 
biggest learning from this project.” 
Howroyd is proud at what SH:24 
has achieved:  “Fundamentally 
we have developed a service that 
people want. But more importantly 
than that, it’s a service that people 
want to use.” 

the number of attendances was 
3.3m – 13% higher than 2013 and 
equivalent to an extra 210 visits  
a day. The pressure on clinics 
and funding prompted the Local 
Government Association and the 
British Association for Sexual Health 
and HIV to warn in September that 
services were at tipping point, and 
were unsustainable. 

Creating SH:24 was not without 
challenges. It set out to build a 
system to allow service users to 
move seamlessly between the 
internet, telephone and clinics. 
It was also key that local clinics 
could access and manage SH:24 
results and referrals. One of the 
biggest hurdles was to unravel 
the funding complexities of NHS 
organisations and local councils, 
which between them share 
responsibility for sexual health 
services. Holdsworth says: “Doing 
service transformation in the NHS 
is always difficult. The pace of 

The work carried out by the 
Land Registry ranges from the 
simple, relating to the buying and 
selling of houses or transferring 
responsibility for a lease, through 
to dealing with immensely complex 
infrastructure such as Canary 
Wharf and HS2.

Much of the routine work is done 
by its 3,000 caseworkers, but the 
most challenging is undertaken 
by 100 or so lawyers who are 
externally recruited, then trained 
in land registration. Caroline 
Anderson, the Land Registry’s HR 
director, says that the career path 
for a case worker “stopped at senior 
technician,” but the lawyer roles 
started at three grades above that 
of the most senior caseworker – 
there was nothing in between. So 
there was no way that a case worker 
might progress to the lawyer grades 
– the chance of promotion came 
to an abrupt end, “because of the 
structure, not because of their 
capabilities”. 

To address the staff shortage, 
the Land Registry launched its first 
apprenticeship scheme, recruiting 
510 junior-level apprentices in 
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Rachel Williams

F or many young people 
leaving care, the 
formality of hostel 
accommodation may 
not provide the support 
necessary at a tricky 

time of transition to independent 
living. That is where the  Heart and 
Home  scheme comes in. It o� ers 
young people aged 16 to 18, and 
sometimes older, the chance to live 
in supported lodgings in the home 
of a host family or individual who 
can help build their con� dence 
and life skills.

Set up in 2011 by Norfolk charity 
 the Benjamin Foundation , and 
now also operating in Su� olk, the 
scheme looks for hosts who can 
o� er tolerance, understanding 
and a nurturing environment. 
A careful matching process makes 
sure the home is in the young 
person’s preferred area, close to 
existing support networks and 
jobs or placements, and also that 
it is the right � t for their interests 
and lifestyle.

“Sometimes those kind of hostel 
environments aren’t suitable for 
everyone,” says Heart and Home 
manager Pip Yaxley (right). “Some 
young people need a more one-
to-one environment. It’s those 
young people whose support 
needs are perhaps more emotional 
needs. They’re quite vulnerable: 
they’re leaving care, coming 
from a children’s home or a foster 
care placement.

“We’ve got city locations, rural 
locations: it’s very much about 
getting the match right in terms 
of where young people want to 
be. For those young people doing 
apprenticeships or college training, 
the thought of a� ording their own 
place at that age is daunting. To have 
an a� ordable option where they can 

go o�  and � ourish, and have that 
opportunity, is amazing.”

The system is a� ordable for local 
authorities, too, at a fraction of the 
cost of traditional residential or 
foster care placements.

A Heart and Home placement 
costs between £270 and £650 a 
week, while in 2016 the national 
average cost in a non-local authority 
residential children’s home was 
£3,701 a week, and the price for 
non-authority foster care was £915 
a week, according to � gures from 
the Chartered Institute of Public 
Finance and Accountancy. 

The placement cost includes 
professional support from the Heart 
and Home team for both host and 
young person, who sees a support 
worker once a week, and a payment 
to the host for rent and support. 
Support workers help with things 
such as budgeting, shopping, 
� nding training opportunities or 
getting health appointments; the 
young people they work with are 
full of praise for their tenacity.

There is no time limit on stays, 
though they tend to be around 18 
months. “It’s very much a bespoke 
service – it’s really tailored to the 
individual,” Yaxley says. Some 
young people may just need six 
months, or even a respite stay of 
a couple of weeks.

All sorts of people become 
hosts, including couples and 
single people, people with 
grown up children who have a 
spare room, and sometimes older 
couples. Those inter-generational 
placements can be especially 
fruitful, according to Yaxley. “They 
really seem to gel and be supportive 
of one another.”

With the consent of a social 
worker, the scheme can even 
set up a lodging where a young 
person is already living with 
someone supportive, such as a 
friend’s mother.

Young people have their own 
bedroom and tend to eat with their 
hosts. “Food is the thing that brings 
households together,” says Yaxley. 
“It’s amazing the young people that 
tell me: ‘Gosh, I’ve learned how to 
cook a roast’, or, ‘You should try 
my shepherd’s pie now.’ ” One host 

recently told her she’d come home 
to � nd her dinner on the table.

A volunteer with the service will 
also spend time with young people 
helping them to do batch cooking to 
freeze, focusing on their favourite 
meals. “It’s really teaching those 
young people those skills and they 
often walk away with recipe books 
and little recipes they’ve learned 
while they’ve been in lodgings,” 
Yaxley says. “That’s a lovely part 
of it. It’s amazing how that time 
brings people together, and some of 
those young people haven’t really 
experienced that , so it’s quite special.”

Many of the young people stay 
in touch with hosts long after they 
leave; Yaxley knows one who still 
goes round for a cup of tea four 
years later.

“I’ve found myself since living 
with Tracey,” says Kate*, a young 
person helped by the scheme. “I’m 

� nally on the right road and I’m 
relieved,” says Rob*, who lived 
with his host for a year and has now 
moved out into his own place not 
far away, often  going back to visit 
and take  the dogs for a walk. “I feel 
like a member of the family.” 

*Names have been changed

Housing
Absorbing the shock
of independence

▼ Heart and Home manager Pip 
Yaxley, bottom, says the service is 
‘really teaching young people skills’ 

Housing winner
Heart and Home

Heart and Home started out 
o� ering supported lodgings with 
three hosts in North Norfolk; 
today it has 20 hosts across the 
county and 12 in Su� olk, where it 
has been contracted by the local 
authority since 2016. It is run by 
the Benjamin Foundation, a charity 
supporting people through life 
challenges including homelessness, 

bullying and abuse, which hopes 
to replicate the Heart and Home 
model regionally. Referrals come 
from children’s services, and young 
people help shape the delivery of 
the service. By March this year, the 
service had provided placements to 
172 young people, with the number 
helped increasing from eight in 2011-
12, to a record 37 in 2017-18.

‘A really clever use of 
resources, providing 
an alternative to 
high-cost fostering 
placements and 
a good model for 
other areas’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

Heart and Home places 
young people leaving 
care with hosts who can 
help them fi nd their feet
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Jane Dudman

To know which of her 
many qualities really 
typifies Annette Smith, 
who has been voted by 
Guardian readers this 
year’s public servant of 

the year, you could do worse than 
look at the deal she did with a local 
bus company.

Smith, who set up the 
Morecambe Bay food bank in 2012 
when she became aware of the 
number of people in the community 

suffering hardship due to benefit 
changes, is not someone who 
tackles just one problem. When 
another appears, she takes it on. 
Smith realised, a few years in, that 
the cost of public transport was 
stopping some people coming to the 
food bank to get essential supplies. 

In typical style, she did not 
simply do a deal with the local bus 
company to get free tickets; she 
also ensured the whole process 
is handled with discretion, so 
other passengers would not even 
notice. “The company really 
stepped up and responded in a 
way that doesn’t show anyone up,” 
she says. How did she persuade 
a commercial company to do all 
this? Smith laughs and says she was 
“tactical” and may, perhaps, have 
mentioned a rival bus firm being 
associated with the good work of 
the food bank.

Public servant of the year 
A wise head bringing sunshine
to Morecambe Bay’s food poor

▼ Morecambe Bay food bank founder 
Annette Smith ensures the people who 
use the service are treated with dignity
PhotograPh: Mark Waugh/guardian

Public servant of the year winner
Annette Smith

The Morecambe Bay food bank 
is a registered charity, with more 
than 50 regular volunteers who 
collect and distribute more than 
four tonnes of food every month. 
Between April 2017 and April 2018, 
the charity helped 1,229 families 
in the area and distributed 5,947 
three-day emergency supply packs 
to local people in crisis.

It is part of The Trussell Trust’s 
network of 428 UK food banks, 
founded in 2004 after four years 
of developing the original food 
bank, based in Salisbury. In 
2017/18, The Trussell Trust network 
provided more than 1.3m three-
day emergency food supplies and 
support to UK people in crisis. Of 
these, 484,026 went to children.

‘Running an 
organisation like this 
requires tenacity, 
guts and grit. Annette 
truly makes a 
difference to people 
in Morecambe’

Joanna Young  
Morecambe Bay food bank

Many of Annette Smith’s 
innovative ideas have 
been adopted by food 
banks nationwide

It’s just one telling example 
of Smith’s sensitive approach to 
supporting local residents. At 
Christmas, for instance, when the 
food bank puts together special 
parcels for local families, the 
families themselves don’t have 
to go and collect them from the 
food bank; instead, the parcels 
are distributed through schools 
and children’s workers. For those 
people who do come to the food 
bank at Christmas, there’s a special 
team of listeners. “We see the 
smiles and the tears,” Smith says.

Over the past six years, Smith 
has come up with ideas that have  
been adopted by other food banks, 
such as working with local domestic 
violence charities to create boxes 
for women who have to leave home 
suddenly. These startup boxes are 
also available for care leavers and 
for others having to set up a new 
home: they include such basics as a 
tin opener, washing-up liquid and 
salt and pepper.

Smith started the food bank 
from a cupboard in a church. It now 
provides food for almost 3,000 locals, 
nearly half of them children. Some 
people would be brought to the brink 
of despair by this level of need, but 
Smith remains resolutely practical, 
even in the face of realising, for 
instance, that some people couldn’t 
even afford to heat food up. 

“We were absolutely astonished 
when this started to happen, 
and we were also really upset,” 
Smith told the Guardian in 2014, 
when she was interviewed for an 
article on food banks. In response, 
Smith and her team have developed 
two ways to help: a kettle box, 
which contains food that only 
needs to have boiling water added, 
while a “cold box” is for people 
with no electricity, containing 
three days’ worth of mainly tinned 
groceries that can be prepared 
without heating or hot water.

Smith continues to think of new 
ways to help. The food bank works 
with the fire service to distribute 
blankets and torches to people with 
no heating or lighting in their home 

– another example of Smith’s ability 
to set up working partnerships with 
a wide range of local organisations. 
More recently, the team has set up 
a uniform bank, on similar lines to 
the food bank, providing school 
uniforms to families that need help 
with buying them.

Smith has achieved all this in just 
six years, despite her own health 
issues, including an earlier bout 
of meningitis. “I have had health 
issues that has meant I’m unable 
to work, so when we started the 
food bank I had to work within my 
capabilities,” she says. “The great 
thing is that I can work from home. 
In fact, I can work many hours from 
my bed at home.”

Until January, Smith took no pay 
from the food bank, working as a 
volunteer. She has now accepted 
a part-time wage, for what is 
effectively a full-time role. 

She was nominated for the public 
servant of the year award for her 
tenacity, guts and grit, and for 
creating a well-organised, stable 
local organisation.

Why does she do this? As Smith 
points outs, anybody could find 
themselves requiring the help of  
the food bank because of illness, 
a delay in a benefit payment, or 
perhaps even an unexpected bill, 
for example. With the community’s 
support, Smith says, the food bank 
is able to provide vital emergency 
help to those most in need. But 
what she really hopes for is that one 
day there will be no need for a food 
bank in Morecambe.

Sarah Johnson

Young people’s lives can 
be blighted by mental 
ill health – an issue 
that Dr Irene Sclare, 
consultant clinical lead 
at South London and 

Maudsley NHS foundation trust, 
knows only too well. Mental health 
problems emerge before the age of 
14, she explains, but rates rise in 
young people aged 16 to 25. 

Problems such as anxiety, 
depression and low self-esteem can 
have an impact on young people’s 
lives, and on their long-term health. 
But these conditions do not always 
get as much attention from child and 

adolescent mental health services 
as others, such as bipolar disorder, 
for example. She says: “It is such 
an important time when someone 
is aged 16 to 18. It’s the last chance 
from an adolescent service point 
of view to try to make an impact on 
the future.”

It was this thinking that 
motivated her to set up Discover – 
a service dedicated to 16- to 19-year-
olds. Teenagers – particularly 
those from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds – today face multiple 
barriers in accessing help. During 
the past five years, Discover has 
tackled some of those stumbling 
blocks, such as long waiting lists, 
by providing support in schools.

Discover is a one-day interactive 
group workshop where participants 
learn psychological techniques 
based on cognitive behavioural 
therapy principles to make helpful 
changes to their lives and to 
build resilience to stress. It was 
developed in partnership with 
clinical psychologists and a teenage 
advisory group to ensure it would be 
relevant to young people. 

Health and wellbeing
Helping young minds at
the right time – and place 

▲ Members of the Discover team, 
from left: Dr Ruth Braidwood, 
Dr Irene Sclare, Denisha Makwana 
and Dr Winnie Chege

Health and wellbeing winner
Slam

South London and Maudsley NHS 
(Slam) foundation trust provides 
NHS mental health services across 
the UK. It offers substance misuse 
services for people who are addicted 
to drugs and alcohol. The trust 
has 4,600 employees who serve 
a local population of 1.3 million 
people across Lambeth, Southwark, 
Lewisham and Croydon. But it also 

provides more than 50 specialist 
services for children and adults UK-
wide, including perinatal services, 
and services for eating disorders, 
psychosis and autism. Slam also has 
its own biomedical research centre, 
which aims to translate scientific 
developments into new ways of 
screening, detecting, treating and 
preventing mental illness.

‘Amid a landscape of 
enormous waiting 
lists, this project 
addressed a key 
need – it’s what 
should be happening 
everywhere’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

To improve teens’ mental 
health, South London 
and Maudsley NHS 
foundation trust created 
a schools-based service

The workshop is confidential 
and uses video and interactive 
activities that focus on real-life 
teenage problems, and is delivered 
by trained clinical psychologists. 
At the end of the workshop, the 
teenagers set a goal to work on for 
a three-month period; they then 
receive calls from the Discover 
team to check in on their progress. 
All the young people are seen 
individually to evaluate their 
personal difficulties and mental 
health before the workshop and, 
again, three months after it. Where 
necessary, staff will help teenagers 
to devise care plans and access 
relevant care.

Funding for the programme 
came initially from the Guy’s and 
St Thomas’ Charity and the trust. 
Current funding comes from 
participating schools and academies, 
a grant from Maudsley Charity and 
ad-hoc NHS commissioning.

The programme has been 
delivered to 900 teenagers to 
date. This year it was delivered in 
27 schools; 72% of the teenagers 
were from black and ethnic minority 
backgrounds and 73% had never 
accessed psychological help 
before. Discover has been shown 
to reduce levels of anxiety and 
depression as well as improve self-
esteem and confidence. It has also 
resulted in improved relationships, 
and those who have taken part 
are able to focus better on their 
schoolwork.

Sclare remembers one girl 
who showed just how effective 

the programme can be. She had 
a difficult home life and had to 
care for others. “She sat quietly 
and didn’t say very much, but she 
took on more than we thought. 
She hadn’t realised other people 
were stressed.” The Discover team 
encouraged her to develop a better 
sleep pattern and gave her some 
techniques to stop her avoiding 
coursework. “There was the most 
remarkable turnaround in her mood 
and wellbeing,” says Sclare. “She was 
more awake, enjoying life and less 
anxious. There was more positivity 
and less conflict with teachers.”

Preliminary analysis from this 
year’s cohort shows that 32% of 
students who came forward for 
a workshop were experiencing 
clinical levels of depression or 
anxiety. At the three-month 
follow-up, this fell to 16%. 
Satisfaction rates are high: 96% of 
students felt the workshop was of 
excellent or good quality and that 
it helped them deal with problems 
more effectively.

Sclare hopes to widen the 
Discover programme to include 
groups that are even more 
vulnerable, such as young people 
in socially deprived areas and 
from different cultures, who may 
be less likely to receive help. The 
team, along with groups of young 
people, has created a Discover 
app and they hope to extend 
their existing digital systems for 
information gathering, data analysis 
and collating actions taken, to 
support the most troubled people 
on the programme.

Meanwhile, Discover has had 
another unexpected professional 
benefit – it has transformed how the 
team thinks about delivering mental 
health services. Sclare says: “It’s 
moving to see how change happens 
and it challenges our notions and 
the way we were trained. There’s 
something about the energy it 
brings, and the energy we get, from 
working with children and teachers 
in schools rather than bringing them 
to us. It helps us think about how we 
can spread knowledge and skills.”
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Linda Jackson, Debbie Andalo, 
Kim Thomas, Sarah Johnson, 
Rachel Williams, Jane Dudman, 
Clare Horton

Care runners up 
Leeds city council
A Leeds pilot project aimed at 
returning young people home 
from long-term care is attracting 
nationwide attention after 
exceeding its goals. Young people 
aged 11-17 from two children’s homes 
were involved in the therapeutic 
programme, known as Multi 
Systemic Therapy Family Integrated 
Transition. Staff hoped that 50% of 
young people would be in their own 
homes 12 months after taking part 
in the project, but found that more 
than 70% were settled permanently. 
After 12 weeks of intensive therapy 
in one of the children’s homes, 
young people receive 20 weeks of 
therapy with families and schools 
while in their own homes. LJ

Wellbeing Teams
People needing help with daily 
tasks are being supported in 
a range of ways, from knitting 
groups to virtual reality, thanks to 
an innovative approach by social 
care provider Wellbeing Teams. 
The project, consisting of small, 
self-managed neighbourhood 
teams inspired by the Buurtzorg 
model of neighbourhood care 
in the Netherlands, focuses on 
what matters to people as well 
as delivering personal care. In a 
reinvention of home help, older 
people in Wigan and Oxfordshire 
are being given personalised care 
around their needs. “We focus on 
people having great days, not just 
delivering personal care,” says chief 
executive Helen Sanderson. LJ

Digital and
technology runners up
City of York council
Single View is a webpage application 
on City of York council’s internal 
intranet site, which allows 857 staff 
working with vulnerable people 
to share information. Designed 
in-house by digital experts, it 
brings seven council data sets 
from adult social care, children’s 
services, early help and intervention 
teams, children’s centres, housing, 
education and youth offending 
teams into a single searchable 
online space. Information architect 
Andrew Taylor says: “For the first 

Finalists
Public Service Awards:
the best of the rest 
There are hundrends of 
PSA entries each year. 
Here, we look at those 
who narrowly missed 
out on 2018’s top spots 

time, we have a holistic, 360-degree 
view of the customer, which means 
decisions are more informed than 
they were before.”  DA

Hertfordshire
county council
Hertfordshire county council 
redesigned its website, concerned 
it was written more to meet 
council needs than customers. 
With feedback from more than 
2,000 users, it reduced web pages 
by 80%, rewrote the copy for a 
reading age of nine and replaced 
the 300 contributing council 
staff editors with a small team of 
content specialists. Since the digital 
transformation, calls to customer 
services have fallen by 66,500; calls 
about school admissions alone 
decreased from 70,000 to 7,000. 
“The project was about people, not 
the technology,” says web content 
officer Claudia Ferlisi. “We wanted 
a site that was simple, fast and 
personalised.” DA

Diversity and 
inclusion runners up
Department for Work 
and Pensions
A year-long I Can Be Me engagement 
campaign aimed to improve 
inclusion by encouraging staff to 
share their personal stories, and 
asking managers to make their team 
members feel more valued. One 
important outcome was an increased 
understanding of disability and 
mental health, resulting in improved 
workplace adjustment support and 
mental health first aider provision. 
Sonia Bewley, deputy director for 
inclusion, wellbeing and health 
and safety, says: “We know that 
when people feel included, they’re 
more productive, they’re more 
engaged, they have better wellbeing, 
which benefits the business, our 
individual colleagues and also 
our customers.” KT

Renfrewshire council
Renfrewshire council’s Project 
Search, co-delivered with Glasgow 
Clyde College, provides work 
experience and skills training 
for young people with a learning 
disability or autism. Each cohort 
of 12 students undertakes three 
work placements,  which helps 
them acquire the skills necessary 
to apply for entry-level positions. 
So far, 55% have gained sustainable 
employment of at least 16 hours per 
week, with half employed directly 
by the council. Michael Moran, 
assistant economic development 
manager, says that analysis shows 
that “the more intensively you 
work with these young people, the 
better the chance of them learning, 
and the better chance of a positive 
outcome”.  KT

Health and 
wellbeing runners up
Cheshire Fire and 
Rescue Service
Atrial fibrillation is a heart condition 
that is one of the leading causes of 
stroke. Cheshire Fire and Rescue 
Service has teamed up with Halton 
clinical commissioning group and 
Halton borough council to identify 
people aged over 65 who are at risk. 
The fire service was already carrying 
out safe-and-well visits in older 
people’s homes; they now include 
a number of health checks. Staff are 
trained to use a mobile screening 
tool and can signpost people to a GP 
where necessary. SJ

Tomorrow’s Women Wirral
“When we first started, there was 
no provision for women who were 
on the periphery of offending or for 
women who had offended,” says 
Angela Murphy, chief executive of 
the charity Tomorrow’s Women 
Wirral. “The probation service was 
for men, made by men. Women 
are only 6% of the criminal justice 
system.” The charity set about filling 
this gap. Now women can drop in or 
be referred through social care, GPs, 
the police and hospitals. The charity 
is committed to reducing female 
offending and to providing support 
to those in recovery. SJ

Housing runners up
Croydon council 
Community Connect and Food 
Stop were created in partnership 
with FareShare and more than 30 

other organisations, with the aim 
of preventing families in Croydon’s 
two most deprived wards getting 
into crisis. Residents get support 
in areas such as budgeting, debt 
management and employability, 
and for £3.50 each week they receive 
fresh food worth £20. “We have seen 
fantastic results in just 10 months,” 
says Julia Pitt, interim director of 
the council’s Gateway and Welfare 
services. Among the first 100 
families, the proportion in work 
climbed from 14% to 32%. RW

Quaker Social Action, 
Move On Up
Having often missed out, because 
of their caring roles, on the 
social networks that may give 
them potential flatmates, young 
adult carers face a particularly 
tough struggle to get housing of 
their own. Move On Up provides 
accommodation for 12 young adult 
carers aged 18 to 25 in east London, 
as well as support to achieve their 
goals. “The biggest thing for most 
people is having that time to reflect 
and think about themselves,” says 
manager Jon Scarth. RW

Learning and 
development runners up
Norfolk and Norwich 
university hospital NHS 
foundation trust
In 2017, Norfolk and Norwich 
university hospital NHS foundation 
trust’s Excellence Together 
programme gave clinicians the 
chance to identify opportunities 
for improving practice. Initially 

piloted in four areas (orthopaedics, 
general surgery, gynaecology and 
older persons’ medicine), it was 
later extended to cardiology and 
children’s services. The resulting 
improvements reduced waiting 
times, improved clinical outcomes 
and saved money. Jess Woodhouse, 
improvement manager, says that 
clinicians’ engagement was high 
because “it was their ideas, their 
project – they just had a bit of guided 
learning about how to implement 
improvement projects.” KT

York teaching hospital 
NHS foundation trust 
York teaching hospital NHS 
foundation trust partnered with the 
army’s 2nd Medical Brigade to make 
its scenario planning for a terrorist 
attack as realistic as possible. Its 
LIVEX18 project culminated in two 
mass casualty simulations, including 
full-scale replicas of emergency 
departments and actors made up 
to resemble injured patients. A 
subsequent staff survey showed that 
97% now felt well-prepared for an 
emergency incident. Phil Dickinson, 
LIVEX18 clinical director, says: 
“Simply explaining to somebody 
what they should do is nowhere near 
as good as building in more practical 
elements to the training.” KT

Recruitment 
and HR runners up
Children and Families 
Court Advisory and 
Support Service (Cafcass)
Thanks to a 25% increase in case 
demand over four years, Cafcass’s 

organisational capacity was at its 
limit by the end of 2016-17. A multi-
channel campaign to recruit 100 
experienced social workers as family 
court advisers was so successful 
that nearly 120 were appointed, with 
applicants per vacancy increasing 
from seven to 12. “It gives our family 
court teams that space to breathe 
and feel they have the opportunity 
to do their job to the very best of 
their ability,” says HR resourcing 
partner Ian Turley. RW

Department for 
International Trade
Created in the aftermath of the 
Brexit vote, the Department for 
International Trade started out 
with about 2,500 civil servants 
drawn from existing teams. In 
the last year, it has grown by 50% 
thanks to an ambitious programme 
recruiting both from elsewhere in 
the Civil Service and externally. The 
department has proved popular, 
attracting strong candidates, says 
HR director James Norton. “There 
is a sense of a moment in time and 
history, and I think people want to 
be part of that and contribute.” RW 

Transformation 
runners up
Food Standards Agency
The FSA planned and implemented a 
project to put digital technology and 
staff working practice at the heart of 
its transformation strategy. The aim 
was for staff to work more efficiently, 
to make financial savings by 
extending home-working, reducing 
office footprint, and to communicate 
better with its scattered workforce. 
Staff were given tablets and phones 
to work remotely. It resulted in 
better work-life balance, less 
time commuting and greater job 
satisfaction. Elaine Donaghy, 
business change manager, says: “It’s 
been really effective. Our staff have 
been appreciative of having that 
flexibility and it’s all based around 
business need.” SJ

Hammersmith  
and Fulham council
The Community Resilience Project, 
created in the aftermath of the 
Grenfell Tower fire, brings together 
a network of more than 100 local 
organisations from charities to 
churches, residents’ associations 
and businesses. All linked through 
an online portal, they can coordinate 
a voluntary response in the event 
of a major emergency. Kim Dero, 
Hammersmith and Fulham council’s 
chief executive, says: “In terms 
of working with our community 
in this way, we are the first – and 
organisations across London are 
watching us with interest, keen to 
begin similar work.” SJ 

Leadership 
excellence runners up
Janet Mather, coroner’s 
service manager, 
Lancashire county council
Three years ago, after more than 30 
years in local government, Mather 
became manager of the coroner’s 
service, which investigates 

unnatural and violent deaths. She 
has cut costs, while improving 
services and community links. 
Last year, the service gained a 
CT scanner, as an alternative 
to traditional post-mortem 
equipment; a new IT system; and 
new links to local funeral directors. 
“Mather’s high level of public 
sector values and sheer hard graft 
impressed us,” said the judges. 
They praised her leadership in 
bringing about real change and 
engagement. JD

Christine Banim, national 
service director, Cafcass
Banim has held her post – a role 
previously covered by six senior 
managers – since 2011, bringing 
together the organisation’s 
operations as a single service for 
the first time. She has increased 
productivity, performance and 
quality, as well as leading crucial 
reform programmes to tackle 
unprecedented rises in demand, and 
cut delays for thousands of children 
in the courts system. The judges 
praised Banim for an impressive 
turnaround of a failing organisation, 
with clear evidence of strategic 
leadership in the face of a difficult 
challenge. They were also impressed 
by the feedback from Banim’s 
colleagues. JD

Public servant 
of the year runners up
Sunny Dhadley, 
inolvement officer, Suit
Former crack and heroin addict 
Sunny Dhadley, 38, is a manager 
at a peer-led substance misuse 
service in the West Midlands. After 
years in and out of rehab, in 2007 
he started volunteering at the drug 
treatment centre where he had 
detoxed and at a newly founded 
advocacy organisation in his 
hometown of Wolverhampton, 
the Service User Involvement 
Team (Suit). After progressing 
from volunteer to project worker, 
he is now Suit’s drug and alcohol 
service user involvement officer, 
delivering one-to-one support to 
clients, leading on the organisation’s 
strategy and helping to develop its 
programmes. CH
 
Sue Gower, 
programme development 
officer at Kent 
safeguarding children’s 
board
Sue Gower has been the driving 
force behind a new system for 
recording child deaths. The move 
from a slow, manual paper-based 
process to a new electronic 
system has reduced admin time 
significantly and – even more 
importantly – means bereaved 
families receive support sooner. 
The bespoke electronic system, 
which is more accurate and efficient 
than the previous manual records, 
also allows better information 
sharing between organisations. It 
has been endorsed by NHS Digital, 
adopted around England and is 
also informing development of 
the government’s national child 
mortality database. CH

Gail Redmond,
founder Via Wings
Gail Redmond set up Via Wings in 
2009 in her hometown, Dromore, 
Northern Ireland, after realising the 
lack of support for women trying to 
improve their condition. She began 
by delivering food, but then set up 
self-esteem and basic education 
courses for women facing poverty 
and social isolation. The charity now 
has 80 volunteers and 16 members of 
staff, with many projects, including 
a food bank, a clothes shop, an 
intergenerational social club, an 
older people’s support group and 
two social enterprises. Redmond 
was nominated for her vision and 
enthusiasm. “This is the hardest, 
most fulfilling, worthwhile, real 
work I have ever done,” she says. JD

Elaine Nicholson, founder 
Action for Asperger’s
Elaine Nicholson was a qualified 
counsellor when she started 
Action for Asperger’s in 2008. After 
a second close family member 
was diagnosed with autism, she 
realised there was a huge demand 
for specialist skills in this field. Her 
charity now has 2,700 clients, 11 staff 
and more than 20 volunteers, most 
of whom are former clients. “The 
demand for services shows we’ve 
got this model of therapy right,” 
says Nicholson, who says she is 
passionate about raising awareness 
of autism. Nicholson, who received 
an MBE in 2016, put more than 
80 hours work a week into the 
charity, despite her own health 
challenges. JD 

‘Of note was the 
commitment from 
the [Renfrewshire] 
team, not just for the 
initial project but the 
ongoing support that 
individuals received’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

‘Any loss of life 
is frustrating, so 
preventative work 
[done by Cheshire 
Fire and Rescue 
Service] feels like 
a sensible course’

Judges’ comments
Public Service Awards

How the awards were judged
The Guardian Public Service Awards, now in their 13th year, celebrate 
those delivering outstanding public services. We highlight individuals 
and organisations that, despite the continuing era of austerity, are 
creating innovative ways of working across the sectors. They come 
from local and central government, social care, housing, health, digital 
services, prisons and welfare services, and are all enhancing the lives of 
some of the most vulnerable communities in the UK.

Our team of judges are just as outstanding, bringing their expertise to 
the table. The panel comprised: Sharon Allen, chief executive, Skills 
for Care; Helen Backus, Guardian Public Servant of the Year 2016; Sue 
Bott, deputy chief executive, Disability Rights UK; Dwayne Branch, 
director, London borough of Newham; Chris Catterall, chief executive, 
Capacity: the Public Services Lab; Jessica Crowe, assistant director of 
customers, commissioning and governance, London borough of Sutton; 
Clenton Farquharson, chair, Think Local Act Personal partnership 
board; Piali Das Gupta, head of policy, Solace; Anthony Douglas, chief 
executive, Cafcass; Sarah Ellson, head of regulatory law, Fieldfisher; 
Peter Fleming, leader, Sevenoaks district council; Glen Garrod, 
president, Association of Directors of Adult Social Services; Baroness 
Olly Grender; Laurelle Henry, Lewisham young mayor; Gareth Hills, tax 
professional manager, HMRC; Peter Kellner, chair, NCVO; Henry Kippin, 
director, public service reform, West Midlands Combined Authority; 
Carmel McKinney, chair, Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service; 
David Penman, general secretary, FDA; Geetha Rabindrakumar, head of 
engagement, Big Society Capital; Darra Singh, partner and head of UK 
government and public sector, EY; Shemar Stewart, UK youth parliament 
member for Lewisham; Jonathan Swain, managing director, Audeliss; 
Matthew Taylor, chief executive, Royal Society of the Arts; Ian Thomas, 
chief executive, London borough of Lewisham; Tom Usher, senior 
consultant; David Walker, writer, journalist, former senior civil servant; 
Hilary Woodhead, director, Support in Dementia; Chris Wright, chief 
executive, Catch22.

They were joined by Guardian journalists: Polly Toynbee, columnist; 
David Brindle, public services editor; Jane Dudman, public leadership 
editor; Patrick Butler, social policy editor; Alison Benjamin, editor, 
Society Guardian; Clare Horton, Society Guardian online editor; Sarah 
Johnson, Society Guardian online commissioning editor and Clare Allan, 
writer, author, lecturer and Guardian columnist.
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