
Improving Southwark’s 
support system for young 
women at risk of 
community harm and 
exploitation 
Learning from FLLSL and NPC’s systems 
thinking process with people in the system



About this document

Fulfilling Lives Lambeth, Southwark, and Lewisham, in partnership 
with Southwark’s Community Harm and Exploitation Hub, worked 
with social sector consultancy NPC to deliver a workshop-based process 
using systems thinking tools and lived experience insights to consider the 
support system for young women (18-25) at risk of community 
harm and exploitation in Southwark. 

These workshops ran between October 2021 and May 2022. 

They brought together people with lived and learned experiences to 
better understand how the system currently operates and how the 
system could change to better meet the needs of young women 
experiencing multiple disadvantages and at risk of community 
exploitation and harm. 

This document brings together key learning from these discussions, 
suggestions for changes to the current system and examples of 
alternative ways of working.



About us

About Fulfilling Lives Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham (FLLSL)

Fulfilling Lives LSL works in three boroughs of London as part of a national 
Fulfilling Lives programme testing new ways of working alongside people 
and services,  learning and testing different interventions, in a coproduced 
way towards system change  - to change the lives of people experiencing 
multiple disadvantages for the better – now and in the future. It is funded 
by The National Lottery Community Fund. 

As well as testing new approaches, FLLSL has invested in seeking to 
understand how current support systems work and how new approaches 
can be scaled and embedded

About NPC

NPC is a consultancy and think-tank that helps social sector organisations 
improve their effectiveness and impact. One of NPC’s area of expertise is 
systems thinking for social change. 



This section explains the context and need for this work. 

‘Users’ is this context are young women, 18 -25 years old, 
experiencing multiple disadvantages and at risk or experiencing 
community exploitation 

Why we did this work



Context: What experiences are 
young women dealing with?
Young women in Southwark described a range of different intersecting 
experiences, including: 

• Poverty and financial insecurity

• Homelessness and insecure 
housing 

• Grooming; violent & controlling 
relationships; pressure to have 
sex with (often older) men 

• Carrying, moving or holding 
drugs for (often older) men; 
drug use

• Untreated trauma from 
experiences of youth violence in 
their community

• Mental health challenges (and 
lack of adequate support for 
these)

• Lack of stable support networks

• Stigma and lack of awareness of 
harm & exploitation 



We asked young women with lived experience of the support system for 
in Southwark to describe their experience of the system. 

Lived experiences of the support system 
for young women experiencing or at risk 
of harm and exploitation in Southwark

“It’s hard to know what’s 
going on in other parts of 
the system - there isn’t really 
a system in place for people 
experiencing abuse.”

“The current system is focused on 
boys, gang violence and knife crime”

“Nowhere I would refer 
to a friend”

I was receiving help from CAMHS, but when 
I turned 18, I was told that I didn’t meet the 
threshold for adult mental health services 
because I wasn’t self-harming”

“Over-hearing people talk about you-
it feels like you are just a job to them 
– they meet with you, so they have 
something to type up in your 
documents.”

I experienced neglect 
from professionals.



“People only find out about 
support when something 
serious happens and the 
police get involved”

“Most of the young 
women that I support 
have had negative first 
experiences of the 
system- but may have 
positive memories of 
individuals or individual 
interventions- often these 
appear to be outside of 
the services offered”.

Practitioner experiences of the support 
system for young women in situations of 
harm and exploitation in Southwark

“I don’t think we have a support 
system in place for young women 
and girls really” 

“The system is broken, we need to 
start again, it needs a complete 
overhaul”

We asked people working within the support system, either as a 
professional or volunteer, for their views on the system. 

“By the time they get to 18 or 19 
young women have so much mistrust 
of adult services because of what they 
have experienced in young people’s 
services. It takes skilled workers with 
time to rebuild trust.”



Our approach

The aim of the project was to convene diverse representatives from across 
the system and, in a series of workshops, use systems thinking tools and lived 
experience insights to help shed light on how the system currently works and 
how it could potentially be redesigned. We need spaces to be curious, 
pause, and think about our systems so that we can understand and make long-
term sustainable changes

Why systems thinking: We live in complex systems but often lack 
understanding about how they work and produce the outcomes that they do. 
The systems thinking field offers tools and approaches to help us analyse, 
understand and better design the systems that underpin how our complex 
societies operate. 

Why lived experience: Only relatively recently have social sector projects 
and organisations begun to recognize that support for people should be 
designed with input from those with lived experience of the issues 
concerned. However, we are a very long way from understanding how that 
should inform the whole support system. 

We think that bringing these approaches of systems thinking & lived 
experience together can offer a powerful way to reimagine our support 
systems. We call this ‘user-centred systems’ 



Summary of our process

Mapping the system –
including which parts of it 
we represent and our roles 

in it 

Analyse the current system 
- how and why it produces the 

results that it does 

Understand users’ 
lived experience of 
the current system 

Thinking about 
systems change: the 
three horizons model

Mindsets and 
principles: defining 
the foundations of a 
user-centred system

Lived experience:  
what users need from 

a support system

Designing a user-
centred system: 

making user-centred 
practice the norm

Nurturing systems 
change, and 

understanding our role 
in the process

The following diagram summarises the workshop process and the key themes explored 



Participants and their roles in the 
system
Changing systems is a collective endeavour and so requires buy-in from across 
the system. The project therefore sought to convene a diverse range of people 
from across the system. When doing participatory systems analysis it can be 
helpful to think beyond organisation/ job role and consider what roles in the 
system people play. Mapping these roles in your group helps see what parts of of 
the system are present and where the gaps are



The process asked participants to reflect on specific challenges of 
the current system, the factors driving them, and how these impact 
the lives of young women in Southwark.  

The current system



Key challenges of the current 
system 
Participants reflected that: 

1. There isn’t a ‘support system’ as such
Although support services exist, participants did not feel they currently make 
up a ‘system’ – in the sense of connected parts working together in a 
planned and organised manner

2. The system targets young people has been designed more 
in response to male youth violence 
Participants believed that the current intervention systems to identify and 
respond to risk are designed around young men - the needs of young 
women in risk/ exploitation situations are very different; 

3. Entry points to the system are generally at points of crime 
or crisis Young women are most likely to interact with a potential support 
system either in the context of a crime (i.e., within a police or probation 
service interaction) or a crisis (A&E, social services, police again). They may 
get referred to support from there, but this by definition will often be too 
little too late. 



Key challenges of the current 
system 

Participants reflected that: 

4. There is a lack of understanding of the complexity of issues 
experienced by young women 
Participants believed that support often does not account for young women's 
previous experiences (e.g. trauma) and the stigma around these experiences. It 
also often fails to understand the realities of networks of exploitation and how 
they work. 

5. Processes and rules around services too often become 
bureaucratic and rigid and don’t reflect people’s lives. Criteria 
around geographic, age and risk criteria are designed for the convenience of the 
services not the people. Someone could move two streets but then be ‘out of the 
Borough’. She loses access to any previous support services and must start 
again. This can be dangerous if a young woman is in a situation of risk

6. Safeguarding systems can be difficult to engage with and 
navigate. Safeguarding procedures do not always meet current challenges as 
they focus on risk assessment, linear processes and traditional structures rather 
than context and prevention. Support is professionalised and does not draw on 
community assets. 



Summary: what does the current 
system look like? 

Practitioners & 
operators (e.g., VCS 
support workers, LA 

housing officers)

Connectors (e.g., 
multi-agency 
coordinators)

Decision-makers 
(e.g., commissioners)

People 
accessing 
support

Advisors (e.g., 
community 

advisors)

Challenges the system 
is working with

Burn out

Slow pace 
of change

Ongoing 
violence 
& trauma

Long 
waiting lists

Inefficient / 
disconnected 

systems 

The system

Limited /  
incomplete 

data

Competition 
for funding

Crisis not 
prevention



This section outlines our work with participants to enquire what a 
system designed around the needs and realities of young women in 
the Borough could look like

User-centred systems



What young women need from a 
support system
Young women in the Borough told us what they need from a support system

I want to feel like a person not a case
• “Over-hearing people talk about you- it feels like you are just a job to them 

– they meet with you, so they have something to type up in your documents.

• “You need people who are authentic in their approach – real people who treat 
you like a real person”

• “I’ve had 10 social workers in the last year, I don’t want to tell my story 
again and again.”

Support must be available before it gets to crisis point
• “There needs to be people that you can talk to in different places- and before 

things start to get bad- at school/the doctor/youth clubs.”

• “Somewhere for young women to go to if they can’t go to their family for 
advice on health, sexual health, and relationships”  

• “It would be good to be able to walk in somewhere and get help when you 
needed it, whatever it was- somewhere that wasn’t linked to school or social 
services… Or the police.” 



What young women need from a 
support system

Support must be accessible and based on relationships. I want 
to talk to people I know I can trust
• “We need a safe stable secure space that is easily accessible – where they can 

take their time to open up to you”

• “Youth workers connect with young people differently to social workers, they 
don’t judge, and you aren’t scared to be vulnerable with them.”

• “If I was in trouble, I wouldn’t go to my social worker, but I would go to a 
youth worker. With social workers I’m more worried about them breaking my 
confidentiality, I feel like I can’t tell them anything.”

• “If someone other than the police had spoken to me (about the domestic 
violence incident) I might have talked to them and would have been more likely 
to accept help” 



What young women need from a 
support system
Sometimes you just want to talk, not ‘alert the authorities’

• “My friend talked to someone at school because she had some shit going on 
with her boyfriend and his mates- and next thing social services were at her 
house- she was upset because she didn’t want her Mum to get in trouble.”

• “Sometimes you might just want to talk to someone without them trying to 
get fully involved in your life- you just want them to listen and help you 
straighten your head out. I don’t know where I would go to for that

Support that understands the family context

“This shit can start from young -12 -13 it depends on where you live and who 
you have …my mum needed help as well – if your mum’s got no money, you’re 
more likely to agree to do things that will make money to help out”



What people working in the current  
support system say about i

Participants who are working within the system also added the following:

We need more flexibility and trust 
• “Funders ask for the exact details of what you’re going to do, there needs to be 

more room for flexibility, so much of what we do is influenced by the young 
people we are supporting at the time, it can be hard to predict.”

• “KPI’s are too rigid, the relational outcomes don’t get recognised- where do 
you measure someone smiling for the first time since you met them 4 months 
ago?”

• “We need better understanding from the funders of the realities of the work 
we do.”

• “We need funding, flexibility and time - to be able to build relationships with 
people at a pace that suits them and work with a sense of curiosity.”

• Strategy / decision-making & operations are too separated – this leads 
to disconnection and a lack of understanding of what’s happening on the 
ground, which therefore leads to less informed decision making 



We want better coordination 
• “We’re constantly competing against other great organisations for small 

pots of funding.”

• “No one organisation can do everything- funders need to look at the services 
provided across the borough and fund complementary services- this would 
encourage more joined up working.”

• “We need strong referral partnerships with schools and other services, and 
good joined up working so we can provide a safety net for the young people we 
support.”

• “Building good relationships with other services is vital but not always possible 
due to time and resources.”

• “These young women and girls need joined up long-term holistic 
support.”

What do people working in the 
current  support system say about it?



Rethinking systems
• Systems thinking emphasises that our systems are created by our shared mindsets, behaviours, 

values. Without changing our thinking it can be hard to change our systems 

• The iceberg model is a tool to work through these how these systemic mindsets produce the 
behaviours that create the structures that make up our systems



The iceberg model 
Mental models (i.e. what the system thinks and believes)
We used the model to think from the bottom up about what mental models 
would need to be present to create a user-centred system.

People within systems are sometimes unaware of the underlying beliefs that 
are creating the systems. For example, participants reflected that one of the 
mindsets that underpins the current system is that professionals in the system 
are better placed to know what people need than they are

Participants identified that, for a more user-centred support system, it would 
be necessary for those managing and administering that system to share the 
following mental models:

• Belief that people receiving support should be in charge of their own 
support pathway

• Belief and trust in what people seeking support say

• Belief that people receiving support should be supported as people not 
‘cases’ 

• Belief that people seeking support need compassion and empathy first

Once these shared mental models are embedded, the way the system 
operates would naturally change 



The iceberg model 
System structures and processes (i.e. how the system runs)

Working up from our shared mindsets, we then used the model to think about 
some of the ‘operating systems’ – the ways of working - that would be present 
if user-centred approaches were embedded: 

• Support would be flexible and user-led – e.g. not assessment / criteria 
driven

• The different parts of the support system are properly connected and 
coordinated, to better reflect the reality of people’s lives and reduce 
‘triggering’ repetition 

• ‘Point people’, with whom a person could build a trusted relationship, 
would be available to help people navigate the system 

• These trusted sources would be available in safe, accessible, neutral, 
informal spaces that are commonly visited

• Users would be in control of information that is shared with whom and 
how

• Support would be available from women with lived experience

• Practitioners themselves would have the time, training and support to 
provide support in the way it’s needed

• The support system reflects the users in its gender and cultural make-up



Iceberg model to design a support system for young 
women

Events
What new events would we hope to emerge from the new system

Patterns
What new patterns may emerge from the new structures and mental models? What trends would you
expect to see? What connections would be made within the system?

Structures
What underlying structures would this system be build around? What processes, rules, mechanisms would be
needed? What are the power structures and dynamics that would be present in this system?

Mental Models
What are the new ‘mental models’ – themindsets, assumptions, beliefs and values - that would be needed
to shift the paradigm and create the desired system?

Future system

Events

Patterns

Underlying 
structures

Mental 
models

Intervening in 
the system

Anticipate

Design

Transform

React

Compassion 
first. Empathy 
and care over 
system needs

The individual 
in control of 
their support 

pathway 

Assumption of 
belief / trust 
for person 
needing 
support

‘Women’s 
issues’ 

understood as 
everyone’s 

issues 

People 
aren’t 

‘cases’

Lived experience 
equally as valued 
as professional 

experience

People 
supported as 
resourceful 
agents not 

helpless victims

Understanding 
and working 

effectively with 
different 
cultures

Young men 
engaged as 

part of solution 
not just 
problem

Support system is 
culturally diverse 

and gender 
appropriate

Parts of 
support  

system are 
well 

connected 

Support 
information widely 

available in 
different spaces / 

formats

Peer 
support 

available

Long term 
investment 
in support

Safe informal 
support spaces run 
by women with lived 

experience are 
widely accessible

Support is 
flexible and 

user-led  – e.g.
not assessment 
/ criteria driven

Young males and 
females 

understand and 
talk about 
consent

Young women 
explore their own 
boundaries and 

manage risk with 
confidence

Relationships of 
equality and 

respect free of 
exploitation and 

abuse

Increase in 
perception of 

support services 
as safe and trusted

Service users 
transition between 
parts of the system 

without losing 
support

Women are 
receiving support 
from people they 

relate and 
connect to

Young women 
use their 

experiences to 
support others

Practitioners have 
time, resource, 

training, support to 
provide support in 

the way it’s needed

Young women 
experience 

positive 
mental health  

Schools become 
safe and 

supportive 
environments for 

young women

Young women 
access the 

support they need 
when and how 

they need it

Profound 
reduction in 
abuse and 
exploitation 

Young women 
advance their 

personal, 
professional, 

educational goals



Describing a user-centred support 
system
• More accessible entry points to a support system are needed.

• Link people should help users navigate the system

• The system should better utilise existing community assets and build on 
trusted relationships

• Support should be available from peers and people with lived 
experience, and be gender and culture appropriate 

• Support needs to focus on prevention rather than crisis intervention 

• Support services should be ‘humanised’– less rigidity in the system

• Support needs to be joined-up, reflecting the reality of people’s lives and 
needs

• Support is flexible and responsive to the whole family cutting through 
children and adults services, where needed

A “user-centred system is designed not according to its own needs, but 
with the needs and the realities of the people it serves at its centre. 



The next part of the process explored how ideas and models to 
help nurture and transition towards new systems

Moving towards a ‘user centred’ system



Thinking about systems change

This work explored how we can move towards a different kind of system – one 
that puts users at the centre. 

The central idea of systems change is that we won’t get significantly different 
outcomes until we understand, and change, the systems that are producing 
those outcomes. This is of course extremely difficult and requires understanding 
how change happens, and how that plays out across a system.

With participants, we explored some tools and models that systems thinking 
offers to help us conceptualise processes of change at a systemic level. 

One such model is the Three Horizons Model. This model emphasises that 
systems change is a gradual and evolutionary process in which one system can 
emerge from another. 



The ‘Three Horizons’ model

The model asks the following questions in thinking about each of the three 
‘horizons of change’: 

1. Horizon 1: The current system
The first horizon focuses on what you want to build on/ retain from the 
current system. We often fall into the trap of thinking that everything in the 
current system is ‘bad’ or broken. This reminds us that there may be some 
aspects of current systems that do work well, which we want to retain and 
build from within the new system. 

2. Horizon 2: System innovations 
The second horizons asks what are the emerging innovations that embody 
characteristics of the system you want? These innovations are sometimes 
referred to as ‘pockets of the future’. This part invites us to think about how 
we might build on these new system innovations.

3. Horizon 3: Emerging system
Finally, we consider how the best of the current system would combine with 
these emerging innovations to create the system we want.



Workshop 5: Transitioning to new 
systems

User led 
services

Community 
infrastructure

Widespread 
education 
progs for 

young men

PECAN 
women’s 

hub

Participatory 
budgeting  & 

access to 
flexible financeVCS support 

services

“System 
coaches” 

& link 
workers

Flexible 
personal 
budgets

L-Ex support 
as norm; L-Ex 
in decision-

making 

H1:
BAU

H2:
Innovation

H3:
Emerging future

It Takes 
A 

Village

Network of 
coordinated 
community 

support hubs

Trauma-
informed 
practice

Community-
based 

resourcing / 
decision-making

GBV 
education 
progs by 

& for men



Three Horizons highlights

Horizon 1: Existing practice 

Participants highlighted* the following as assets and practices from the current 
system that should be built on:

• Community infrastructure & VCS support services: There are under-
utilised and under-resourced assets that should be the foundation of a 
support system for young females at risk. Participants commented that many 
spaces / services that could become part of a network have recently been 
closed due to cuts

• User-led services: The recent growth in services that embed lived 
experience and are user-led is also a trend in the current system that need to 
be invested in, built upon and expanded as we transition to different ways of 
working 

• Trauma, Gender & Cultural-informed practice: Participants highlighted 
this as a particularly important component of a user-centred support system, 
which, although currently present in certain pockets of a system is by no 
means reflected in how the system is designed and generally operates 

*This does not mean that three things are the only positive elements of the current system –
they were ones that were particularly emphasised in the workshops 



Horizon 2: System innovations 

Participants highlighted the following initiatives that they felt embodied the 
principles and practices of a user-centred support system

• Coaches / link workers/Person Led Approaches: Various initiatives –
including Fulfilling Lives LSL –work on the principle of accompaniment -
coming alongside the person, guiding but not directing, helping them to 
navigate the system and walking with them as they do. These approaches 
put the user in charge of their support pathway, working on the assumption 
that they are best placed to know what they need. Mayday Trust’s PTS model 
was also highlighted as an example of great practice

• Flexible personal budgets: Providing users with a flexible budget for their 
support, to be used as they determine, is an example of fully decentralised 
resource management that puts the user at the centre. Innovations such as 
this were seen to be a key component of a user-centred system 

• ITAV/ PECAN women’s hub: Two specific initiatives within Southwark –
one a physical hub and one a community of practice (It Takes a Village) were 
highlighted as examples of practice that embodied the principles of a user-
centred system and could be built on at a local level 

• Gender-based violence education programmes by & for men: 
Participants highlighted prevention programmes targeted at men as a key 
innovation to build on 

Three Horizons highlights



The process then asks participants to look at Horizons 1 & 2 and think about 
how the ‘best of the current’ might combine with the ‘system innovations’ to 
create an emerging system (Horizon 3).

Participants described what the individual innovations and good practices from 
H1&2 would look like if they were embedded into the structure of the system. 

Some of these included:   

• A network of coordinated community support hubs, within which 
support is available from women with lived experience

• Users co-lead decisions about their support pathway on the basis of
flexible personal budgeting

• All young men learn about gender-based violence as a standard part of 
their education  

Horizon 3: The emerging system



The next phase of this work would be to consider not just individual 
components of the system but the whole system that exists around services, and 
how that system would need to be redesigned in order to fully enable these 
user-centred approaches.

This process is very challenging. Usually in design processes we focus on 
programmes and services, not whole systems. However, making innovative 
models and programmes ‘the new normal’ means thinking about the whole 
system around them and how it would need to operate in order to fully enable 
these models. Our process explored six elements that need to be addressed, 
which are described on the next slide 

User-centred system design



User-centred system design

Taking this user centred system design work further will require engaging even 
more widely across the system to answer some of the following questions:

1. Resources: How should resources flow and be managed within a user-
centred system?  

2. Governance: What governance mechanisms /models should be employed 
in a user-centred support system?  

3. Processes & procedures: What processes should be in place to enable 
users to move effectively around the support system? What kinds of 
procedures would enable this/ what would constrain it?

4. Connectivity and relationships: What kind of connections and 
relationships need to exist to make these processes work? How would they 
be developed and nurtured?  

5. Cultures: Culture develops through shared behaviours, and then defines 
how systems themselves then behave. What cultures would support the 
governance / process / relationships described? What shared behaviours are 
needed in a user-centred support system? 

6. Knowledge and learning: How does knowledge and learning work in 
user-centred system? How and where it is generated and shared? How does 
it interact with decisions, resources, and the other parts of the system?



Fulfilling Lives Lambeth, Southwark & Lewisham draws to a close on the 
30th June 2022. 

All of their real-time evidence from people’s experiences is available and is 
accessible from their website till June 2023 
Home | Fulfilling Lives (fulfillingliveslsl.london)

For further information about this work or to continue the conversation, 
please contact: 
Seth Reynolds, Principal Systems Change Consultant, NPC: 
Seth.Reynolds@thinknpc.org
Giulia Todres, Consultant, NPC: 
Giulia.Todres@thinknpc.org

Continuing the conversation..

https://fulfillingliveslsl.london/
mailto:Seth.Reynolds@thinknpc.org
mailto:Giulia.Todres@thinknpc.org

