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Introduction

The Target HR project was established in August 2009 under the Big Lottery Fund’s Basis funding programme.  It is a five-year pilot project aimed at supporting small and medium-sized voluntary and community organisations across the seven boroughs of the Central London sub-region to improve their HR practice.  It involves the development of a cross-borough HR capacity-building service, managed and delivered by Voluntary Action Camden (VAC).

This report summarises the findings of an independent evaluation of the Target HR Project at the end of its second year.  The evaluation had the following aims:
· To assess the achievements of the Target HR project;
· To assess the impact of the project and the support provided;
· To identify learning that might usefully inform the future development of the project.
The evaluation took place in September 2011 and involved an analysis of project documentation and a programme of qualitative telephone interviews (21) with lead workers and volunteers from organisations supported by the project.
Key Findings
1. The project has continued to meet its delivery targets as outlined in its original project proposal.  Staff supported 55 organisations this year.  45 of these were new, and ten were organisations recruited late in Year One who continued to receive support in Year Two.  Organisations came from across all seven boroughs. The take-up across the boroughs was more evenly spread than in the project’s first year and staff successfully reached out to and engaged with the target groups. All 45 organisations were working with excluded or disadvantaged groups, and the majority were small organisations (with less than 10 staff).
2. The project was successful at reaching its target beneficiaries for four main reasons:
· The project continues to meet a clear need and addresses a gap in the market, perhaps more so this year than previously as many respondents spoke of experiencing a challenging time in relation to HR issues (often related to funding pressures). 

· As in the project’s first year, referral through known local CVS staff gave the project credibility, though this year this was less significant a factor than in Year One.  This might be a reflection of the impact of reduced services within some of the CVS partners involved in the project, but was certainly at least in part the result of more proactive work undertaken by project staff to explore other routes to promote the project.
· More proactive outreach, use of events, meetings and links with other networks to promote the project to the target groups.
· Target HR has a growing reputation as a useful and high quality service, reflected in a significant increase this year in ‘word of mouth’ referrals.
3. In-depth HR audits and action plans have been put in place for 37 of the 45 new organisations.  The eight who have not yet completed plans are organisations who have either only just joined the project; new organisations needing immediate help on a pressing HR issue (e.g. employing paid staff for the first time); or organisations where a crisis came up soon after joining the project forcing them to focus on a particular issue rather than an overall strategy (e.g. advice on disciplinary or grievance or a redundancy situation).  All bar one of our respondents found the checks useful as a way to help them be clear what is needed and prioritise their work on HR issues; help managers engage their trustees and colleagues on HR issues; and help create a momentum or impetus for change.  (One organisation felt the action planning was not useful but only because they already had a clear sense of what support/action was needed and simply wanted help with the issues they had already identified.)
4. As in Year One, though the project aims to support organisations to work through an action plan decided on at the beginning of the process through the HR audit, unexpected issues/problems have arisen for many groups which have taken the Target HR Adviser away from the planned work.  With a majority of organisations the team have found they need to offer both structured capacity-building support and ad hoc advice and guidance.  It is clear that this ad hoc support continues to be a much needed (and much appreciated) part of the service.

5. The project has supported groups to develop and adopt a wide range of policies and procedures that are ‘fit for purpose’, up-to-date, and meeting legal and good practice requirements.  Organisations were supported to deal with HR issues including recruitment processes, contractual obligations, understanding and implementing equal opportunities in their work, and improving the way they support, manage and develop their staff.  This year there was also an increase in work done on contract changes, for instance, reducing staff hours in response to funding cuts, as well as planning and/or managing redundancy situations.
6. The project exceeded its target to engage 20 volunteers as ‘champions’ on HR issues within organisations, this year engaging with 30 (including trustees/ management committee members).
7. A new mentoring programme was developed this year with a senior HR professional who helped with learning-based activities and events as well as offering mentoring support to new managers.  Two events - a seminar on employment law, and an event looking at how to maintain good HR practice – were well attended and much appreciated with positive feedback on their usefulness and the quality of the information shared from those who took part (38 individuals).
8. Our telephone interviews once again revealed very high satisfaction levels with the quality of the project’s support.  100% of respondents said they would recommend the project to others.  They attributed their high satisfaction ratings to the project’s accessibility and responsiveness; the relevance of the advice and support given for small voluntary organisations; the flexibility of approach adopted; and the skills, knowledge and reliability of Target HR staff.  The increase in word-of-mouth referral is a further indicator of high levels of satisfaction.  As in Year One groups were particularly appreciative of the team’s responsiveness in dealing with issues that arose over and above actions identified in their original action plans, and with the very ‘real world’/practical focus of the advice and support given.  This year there was a notable increase in satisfaction with the speed of response of the team.  Where last year groups reported some frustration at delays in response to requests for help, this year respondents did not voice this concern. 
9. Groups described five key immediate benefits from the project’s support:
· HR has become a priority

· Improved policies and procedures

· Improved employment practice, contracts etc
· Improved HR knowledge and skills

· Increased confidence and a sense of reassurance of being future-ready.

The latter benefit was something that emerged as new this year.  Respondents from organisations worrying about future financial uncertainty (many of those we spoke to fitted this description), said that they felt better prepared to deal with HR issues that might arise from funding changes and/or cuts because with Target HR’s support they had begun to plan in advance for potential HR issues that might arise; for instance, redundancy, reducing staff hours or making other changes in terms and conditions.
10. As in our first year’s evaluation, we interviewed people in the process of being supported.  This once again meant that it was not easy for respondents to identify any longer-term benefits of their involvement with the project.  Those who were able to consider further ahead anticipated experiencing the following benefits, though mostly felt it a bit too early to tell for sure:
· An increased ability to manage change and an avoidance of disputes or legal problems, through being better prepared for change
· Increased credibility as an organisation and as an employer

· Improved income generation potential, as more funders and commissioners ask to see HR policies as a part of their assessment of an organisation’s credibility as a service provider.
11. Target HR staff are working with staff to ensure that changes and improvements are sustainable.  A majority of our respondents felt more able to cope with HR issues without turning outside the organisation for guidance, and more aware of when to ask for help, and where to get it should they need additional support. The workshop on sustaining good HR practice was felt to be a useful addition to the Target HR programme, though those who attended were nonetheless still concerned at what they might do and who they might turn to for support once their work with Target HR came to an end.  Although now more aware of other sources of support, many felt the cost of other services and lack of specific focus on the VCS made these less accessible or appropriate for their needs than Target HR.
12. We asked respondents how they felt the project could be improved.  Only two suggestions were made.  One was that the team could improve the flow of information to groups with a regular e-bulletin so that groups could receive information more routinely and be kept up to date with important legal changes, opportunities for training, etc.  More training on HR issues was also requested.
13. The project has had a successful year overall with improvements made based on feedback from its first year evaluation – for instance, more targeted outreach; increased capacity by the addition of a HR volunteer mentor; and a programme of learning events to support groups to sustain good HR practice into the future.  Despite this, as in Year One, there is still a concern about the extent to which groups have needed high levels of ad hoc support and guidance over and above planned work, and a fear that if organisations become over-reliant on this advice, this could impact on staff capacity to engage with new groups as more organisations join the project in Year Three. 
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