Nottingham Trent
NTU University

Grit Evaluation

Report on NTU'’s evaluation of a Grit approach to Local Authority training
for social work teams

Chris Rolph
Sam Williams
Matt Varley April 2024

)"*ﬁ PORTICUS

Evaluation funded by the Porticus Foundation



2 Grit Evaluation Intentionally Blank



Authors

Chris Rolph

Chris is Associate Professor of Education Policy and Practice, and the Director
of Nottingham Institute of Education at Nottingham Trent University. He has
taught on range of courses from foundation degrees to doctorates. His publica-
tions include books on education policy and doctoral supervision, and his re-
search interests relate to leadership and accountability in education, as well as
the principles and practice of pedagogy.

Matt Varley

Matt is the Deputy Director of the Nottingham Institute of Education. He devel-
ops collaborative partnerships with trusts, schools, colleges and other settings,
in an ambition to develop professionals, reduce inequality, and expand our
knowledge through research. He was a co-author of the DfE’s evaluation of
Teaching Schools. Matt teaches and supervises students on our MA course.

Sam Williams

Sam is a Research Assistant in NTU’s School of Social Sciences.
He has carried out research on a range of projects, including an
investigation of the education to employment transition in former
coalfield areas, and an international comparison of the motiva-
tions of trainee teachers.

Contributions

Chris Rolph:  Conceptualisation, methodology, data analysis, writing.
Matt Varley:  Conceptualisation, reviewing and editing.
Sam Williams: Data collection, reviewing and editing.

Nottingham

Report designed and typeset by @ Civic Exchange

Nottingham Trent University 3


http://www.ntu.ac.uk/nce

Contents

Executive summary 6
1. Introduction 10
1.1 Grit Breakthrough Programmes 10
1.2 Signs of Safety 11
1.3 NIoE evaluation 11
2. Methodology 13
2.1 Sample 13
2.2 Evaluation timelines 14
2.3 Evaluation interviews 15
2.4 Data analysis 15
2.5 Ethics 16
2.6 Findings 16
2.7 Dataset 17
3. Training 18
3.1 Initial training 18
3.2 Team coverage 20
3.3 Ongoing refresher training 21
3.4 Workload issues 22
3.5 Challenge 23
4. Personal change 25
4.1 General comments 25
4.2 Seeing things differently 27
4.3 Understanding others 29
4.4 Communication 31
4.5 Confidence 34
4.6 Internal conversations 37
4.7 Time for self 38
4.8 No effect 40
5. Cultural change 41
5.1 Relationships 41

5.2 Impact on the team 46

4  Grit Evaluation



5.3 Impact on the service 49
6. Signs of Safety 52
7. Conclusions 56
References 57

Nottingham Trent University 5



Executive summary

Introduction

1. Grit Breakthrough Programmes aim to provide a “tough and
uncompromising” approach to personal development for young
people and adults to break through self-limiting beliefs in order to
unlock their full potential. In 2022 Grit began to work with Local
Authority (LA) teams, to challenge and change the notion that social
workers have “historically operated in a climate of fear which has
created risk-averse mindsets and inhibited social workers from using
their intuition and placing relationships at the heart of what they do”;
this evaluation aims to test the extent to which this might have been

achieved.

2. Grit programmes are intentionally challenging and demanding. They
aim to develop a sense of agency, along with a balanced awareness of
responsibility. Self-expression and self esteem are seen as key, within
an understanding of relationships and community. A long history of
working with young people and the adults that support them is now
complemented by work with LA Children’s Services teams.

3. This evaluation briefly examines the extent to which Grit
programmes might support Signs of Safety, an internationally
recognised child-centred safeguarding approach that aims to develop
system level change in which compliance culture is replaced with a

learning culture.

4. The evaluation investigates the extent to which Grit helps to create
and maintain a relationship-based paradigm shift, looking in particular
at how it impacts on the mindsets and behaviours of participants
working at a variety of levels within the LA, as reported by the
participants themselves. The sample includes 30 individuals working
across 3 different LAs.

5. Interviews were undertaken shortly after initial training, and then
again up to a year later, in an attempt to establish any lasting effects of
the training, and to understand how embedded any changes had

become.
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Summary of findings

6. Participants often felt ill-informed about the nature and purpose of
the Grit training. This caused some people to feel apprehensive
about the training, and there are some suggestions that as a result
some people did not attend or engage. However, most of those that
did were pleasantly surprised by the training.

7. It was common for people to refer to those in their teams that had
not had the benefit of Grit training, with an implied or explicit
suggestion that it would have been better if everyone had taken part.
There was an equally strong feeling that ongoing refreshers, “check-
ins” or self-generated Grit conversations were beneficial; some
participants had autonomously arranged for these within their
teams.

8. In one LA there was some discomfort over the time needed for
Grit training and the lack of obvious direct impact on practice,
balanced against a heavy workload. This may have been due to the
specific circumstances of that Authority and/or the compulsory
nature of the training. This view was not reflected in the other LAs.

9. Participants commonly identified ways in which the training was
challenging, and continued to challenge their thinking and practice.
For most this was long-lasting; a small minority stated that it had
made little difference to their work. Some said that because they
were a close and effective team anyway, Grit had little effect.

10. Change on an individual level, in a range of guises, was very
clearly the strongest theme to emerge from the evaluation. People
talked generally about how they now had a new “toolkit” for their
work, suggesting that having a better understanding of themselves
and how they think and work was liberating and transformational.
For some people this change extended beyond their work and
brought benefits to their home and personal lives as well.

11. Those in leadership roles explained that Grit had changed the
way that they led others. Without prompting, team members also
noted that the way their leaders worked had changed, and that they
felt more valued and better understood.

12. Grit training clearly enabled people to see things differently,
which in turn gave them a much better understanding of someone
else’s point of view. Participants identified how this had improved
the work vertically and horizontally within their teams, as well as the
front-line conversations with young people and families. For some

Nottingham Trent University 7



participants this drove home the importance of relationships in
social work, when previously they might have been more driven by a
target-based culture.

13. Good communications were seen to be important, and it was felt
that Grit provided mechanisms to both hear and say things more
clearly in a variety of situations. Participants felt that Grit gave them
tools to maintain challenge within conversations without sacrificing
the underlying relationships. This gave people more confidence in
their work.

14. Greater confidence allowed people to tackle difficult situations
with clients, and also in some cases to have the courage to speak up
in team situations. Several respondents talked about the confidence
to apply for promoted posts, others to challenge established ways of
working, and some felt more able to advocate on behalf of their
clients. Increased confidence was linked to a greater sense of
personal agency.

15. A very specific concept that commonly arose was the use of
internal conversations to support confidence and self-motivation.
Similarly people talked about “changing the conversation”: either in
terms of choosing a different personal track; or in terms of changing
the direction of an actual conversation with others.

16. Grit enabled people to see that they needed to invest time in
themselves if they were to work effectively. In one LA some
respondents felt that their work did not allow for this, but most
recognised that time spent on their own wellbeing was a good
investment. Some noted that their managers now allowed them to
have time for this.

17. Most of the participants in this study felt that the culture within
their organisation had improved as a result of the Grit training. They
put this down to improved relationships, both within the service and
also with clients. They identified increased trust within the
organisation and between teams, leading to greater openness and a
renewed common sense of purpose. Morale or team spirit was
improved, though there remained concerns about how long this
effect would last, and the mitigating effect of colleagues who had
not taken part in Grit. Generally people felt that the service they
offered was better than prior to the training.

18. Two of the LAs studied use Signs of Safety to a greater or lesser
degree. Most participants could see that Grit at least linked to this,
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with many able to articulate how Grit gave them more tools to use
within the Signs of Safety framework. For others this link was
confused.

Conclusions

19. This evaluation suggests that Grit training can lead to a qualitative
improvement in the work done by Local Authority social work teams
and associated agencies.

20. Change appears to be sustained over the medium term (~18
months) but can be better maintained with regular refreshers for
participants. These may be arranged autonomously by the participants

themselves.

21. Systemic or cultural change is mediated through the actions and
behaviours of individuals who have been challenged and changed by
the Grit training.

22. This applies at two distinct levels: at the front line, where Grit
supports challenging conversations, based on strong relationships
with young people and families; and within the organisation where
Grit supports openness and honesty in professional relationships.

23. In the second case this can generate a ripple effect such that the
impact of Grit training extends to the wider team, beyond those
individuals who took part in the training.

24. On the front line, social workers say they are more confident, more
people-focused, and consequently more effective than they were
before Grit.

25. Grit programmes can potentially support Signs of Safety where
this is used, but the link between the two is not explicit enough for all
practitioners to understand.
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1. Introduction

26. Grit Breakthrough Programmes aim to provide a “tough and
uncompromising” approach to personal development for young
people and adults to break through self-limiting beliefs in order to
unlock their full potential. In 2020 Grit won funding from the Porticus
Foundation to design and develop replicable Grit interventions to
transform the culture of Local Authority (LA) teams, specifically those
implementing Signs of Safety safeguarding models. In 2021
Nottingham Institute of Education (NIoE) at Nottingham Trent
University won a contract to evaluate the efficacy of Grit interventions
in a small number of LAs over 2022 and 2023. The ambition of Grit was
to challenge and change the notion that social work teams have
“historically operated in a climate of fear which has created risk-averse
mindsets and inhibited social workers from using their intuition and
placing relationships at the heart of what they do” (Grit, evaluation
specification); this evaluation aims to test the extent to which this
might have been achieved.

1.1 Grit Breakthrough Programmes

27. Grit programmes are intentionally challenging and demanding,
using intensive group workshops and individual coaching to transform
the way participants see themselves and the world. They aim to
uncover and break through self-imposed limitations, building
confidence and resilience using experienced coaches and facilitators. A
sense of agency is developed, along with a balanced awareness of
responsibility, and self-expression and self esteem are seen as key,
within an understanding of relationships and community.

28. Grit have worked with young people and adults for over 30 years in
a range of settings, from conflict areas, such as Kosovo and Belfast, to
young offenders’ institutions, schools and universities. Working with
social work teams in LAs is a later development that builds on the
principles of working in partnership with organisations rather than
seeing them as commercial clients. The premise is to move beyond
deficit mindsets to embrace people’s existing talents, passions and

networks to bring about changes in lives and communities.
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1.2 Signs of Safety

29. Signs of Safety is a child-centred safeguarding approach that aims
to develop system level change in which compliance culture is
replaced with a learning culture. Developed over 25 years ago in
Western Australia, the approach has been widely adopted in
Australasia, as well as in Europe, North America and Japan. It has
been subject to range of evaluations, including some in the UK
commissioned by the NSPCC (Bunn, 2013) and DfE (Baginsky et al.,
2017). Other prominent analyses of UK implementations exist (Monro
et al.’s action research project, 2016 and 2020; and Sheehan et al.,
2018). Baginsky et al., (2019) provide a helpful summary of
international evaluations of Signs of Safety up to 2019.

30. This evaluation does not examine the effectiveness or otherwise of
Signs of Safety, nor the success of its implementation. Initial
conversations with LAs indicated that the ways in which Signs of
Safety has been used in England are varied, and the extent to which
the approach is embedded differs significantly between organisations.
Furthermore, some of the LAs which employ a Grit approach do not
use Signs of Safety at all. Where Grit participants do use Signs of
Safety in their practice this evaluation asks if and how Grit training
might have complemented this.

1.3 NIoE evaluation

31. The evaluation brief was to examine the extent to which Grit helps
to create and maintain a relationship-based paradigm shift, looking in
particular at how it impacts on the mindsets and behaviours of
participants working at a variety of levels within the LA. LA Children’s
Services are subject to inspection by the regulator, Ofsted, so, where
relevant, reference is made to the Ofsted framework (updated April
2024).

32. Grit already collect significant qualitative and quantitative data
regarding their training, including:

e Attitudinal surveys before and after training;
e Follow-up surveys several months after training;
e Data regarding the characteristics of their participants;

¢ Engagement and feedback data relating to the training
workshops.

33. This NIloE evaluation aims to complement what Grit already know
about their training, by providing insight into any affective,
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behavioural and procedural differences that are prompted by the
training. This is assessed via self-reporting of participants at an early
stage of the training, and again after a longer period of time in order to
gain an insight into any lasting change. There is the potential for Grit
to triangulate findings with their own data to provide a strong rationale
for future developments of the work.

34. The evaluation is a qualitative study, based on the views of
practitioners, middle and senior leaders within LAs. It makes no
attempt to link any changes in the statistics of outcomes for young
people and families with the impact of Grit training on a relatively
small number of people within the LA. Quantification of cause and
effect would require studies over a much longer period of time,
involving much larger samples; even so, the multivariate factors in an
organisation as large and complex as a Local Authority would severely
challenge the integrity of such a study.
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2. Methodology

35. The evaluation design was based on a two-stage process that
explored the perceptions of Grit participants shortly after their initial
training, and then again after a longer time had passed. Views were
sought through focus groups and semi-structured interviews, using
questions that were deliberately broad in order to enable participants
to respond in line with their own views and experiences, rather than
seeking responses according to pre-determined criteria. Two
exceptions to this approach were questions relating to Signs of Safety
(where this was used by an LA), and a final question to ask whether
participants had noted a cultural shift in their organisation.

2.1 Sample

2.1.1 Local Authorities
36. Evaluators were given access to Grit training in 3 LAs which had
very different characteristics:

e LA Xis a London borough serving a population of about 200,000
people. Grit training involved a large number of members of staff
in the Children’s Services team, from front-line workers to senior
leaders.

e LAY is an established unitary authority which serves a
population of approximately 140,000 people. Participants in the
Grit training were mainly senior leaders.

e LA Zis a newly established unitary authority which, at the time of
Grit training, was undergoing significant restructuring and
modelling. Grit participants were drawn from a range of services
and worked at a variety of levels within the authority and
partners who worked with the authority in a Community Safety
Partnership.

37. The Signs of Safety approach is embedded within LAs X and Y
only.

2.1.2 Individuals
38. A total of 30 individuals agreed to be involved in the evaluation (18
from LA X, and 6 each from LAs Y and Z). They took part in focus
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groups, individual interviews, or both. A range of roles were

represented, including front-line social workers, team leaders and

senior managers. Some participants held unique individual roles; these

included the head of a virtual school, a service leader and an elected

member.

39. Because of varying structures and nomenclature within the 3 LAs,

and to maintain anonymity, for evaluation purposes participants’

responses are labelled at three levels: front-line workers; middle

leaders; senior leaders.

2.2 Evaluation timelines

40. There were inevitable differences between the 3 LAs, but training

and data collection for the evaluation followed the approximate

timeline in Fig 1, spread across the calendar years 2022-2023. The Grit

training model begins with 3 day-long workshops. These are followed

up with further workshops after intervals of about 5 and 8 months,

though exact timings were dependent upon the specific logistical and

practical demands of each LA. For the purposes of evaluation,

researchers attended some of the initial workshops (as observers) in

order to better understand the nature of the Grit training. Time was

spent with the leaders within each LA who had commissioned the Grit

training so that their particular contexts could be properly appreciated.

Fig 1: Approximate timeline for training and evaluation

41. Phase 1 data collection consisted of a mixture of 1:1 interviews and

focus groups, in order to include as many participants as possible. In

phase 2 only 1:1 interviews were used. This was to ensure that

participants’ views and ideas were spontaneous and individual: it was

important to try to test whether Grit principles were embedded in

individuals’ practice and thinking. Use of focus groups at this stage

would have allowed for participants to influence one another’s

responses, and to be reminded of concepts that they might otherwise

have forgotten.
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2.3 Evaluation interviews

42. Although researchers met participants face to face at the initial
workshops, for pragmatic reasons interviews and focus groups were
carried out online using MS Teams. All were recorded, and the Teams
facility for transcription provided a first approximation to a written
record of the conversations. In general, interviews lasted up to about
60 minutes—as they were led by participant responses there was
significant variation in this regard.

43. Interviewees appeared to speak freely about their experiences in
both phases of the evaluation research. They seemed to have
confidence in the guarantee of anonymity and were not afraid to voice
criticisms on occasion. Although the relationship with NlIoE had been
explained at the beginning of their training, several participants
seemed to confuse researchers with the Grit team, sometimes offering
feedback on the training process rather than discussing its impact.

2.4 Data analysis

44. Transcripts of interviews and focus groups were analysed using a
simplified form of qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2022). Codes
were devised on the basis of participants’ interview responses
(inductive category formation) and refined and grouped in order to
achieve an “authentic description without bias”. Quantitative analysis
of the frequency of codes was not attempted for two reasons: to do
this accurately and with confidence would require a more detailed
coding process than time allowed for; and simply counting codes does
not give the nuanced understanding of participants’ contexts and

experiences.

45. Notwithstanding the decision not to carry out any quantitative
analysis of the codes, it is nonetheless apparent (and to be expected)
that some ideas arise much more often than others. Our analysis
therefore allows for reflections on the relative incidence of codes in
terms of how often they were mentioned in conversations or by
individuals (but not in terms of how often each individual may have
surfaced the ideas).

46. Analytical codes were used as convenient labels with which to
associate various ideas and concepts expressed in the focus groups
and interviews. No importance should be given to the names of the
codes themselves and these should not be interpreted as anything
other than a text label. Consequently this report will avoid using the
names of the codes as far as possible.
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2.5 Ethics

47. The evaluation was carried out according to the standards of the
British educational Research Association’s ethical guidance for
educational research (4th edition, BERA 2018). Participation in the
evaluation was entirely voluntary and participants could withdraw at
any stage in the process: some who took part in phase 1 of the
evaluation declined to take part in phase 2. All of the information
collected during the focus groups and interviews was held securely by
the evaluation team and none of this raw data was shared with either
the employing Local Authorities or colleagues at Grit.

48. Anonymity is maintained in all reporting processes. Consequently
quotations may be attributed to either a LA or a participant’s
managerial level (front-line/middle leader/senior leader) but not to
individual roles which might permit identities to be determined.
However, unless there is a need to understand someone’s relative
position in the organisation, quotations in this report (in pink) are not
linked to managerial level.

2.6 Findings

49. Sections 3-5 detail the overarching themes arising from the
evaluation. In sections 3 and 4 we examine two themes that were
generated inductively by the ideas emerging from the participants
themselves, without prompting. The first of these (Section 3) relates to
reflections on the training itself. Strictly this falls outside of the bounds
of the evaluation of the impact of the training, but a discussion is
included because it was a common theme in participants’ responses,
and because it may be relevant and useful to Grit in the ongoing work
with LAs. It may have an impact on how Grit is delivered in future,
which in turn could affect the efficacy of the training.

50. Section 4 relates to personal change, which was the strongest of
the themes arising from the 31 conversations. Personal change was
mentioned as a generic impact on people, but was also explained and
exemplified through a large number of specific contexts, usually, but
not always, work situations. In the presentation of findings these
examples are rarely included because they could compromise the
anonymity of participants or those they work with.

51. Specific questions were asked about the impact of Grit on the
organisation’s culture, and, where relevant, the relationship with Signs
of Safety; findings from this deductive approach are discussed
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separately in sections 5 and 6.

2.7 Dataset

52. In total 30 individuals took part in the evaluation across the 3 LAs.
Phase 1 included 6 focus groups and 12 individual interviews. Phase 2
was made up of 13 interviews—so 13 people took part in both phases
(everyone who was involved in phase 2 had already taken part in
phase 1). The total dataset therefore comprised transcriptions of 31

conversations in all.
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3. Training

3.1 Initial training

53.. Comments regarding the training itself were mainly limited to the
initial 3-day workshops. Participants often felt they had a poor
understanding of what to expect from the training session, although
most noted that some information had been provided beforehand. Grit
aim to give all participants a written overview and an individual phone
call prior to the training, so it is not clear whether this happened in all
cases. The comments in this section are all from phase 1 interviews or
focus groups.

“We had no information about it other than the little bit that's on your

website.”

“l went into the first session, not knowing what to expect basically
although | had had the pre-meetings.”

“l don't think there was a lot of information people really knew what
the course was before they did it, which why there was a lot of
tension. Nobody really knew what it was, what they were doing, why

7

they were there, what the purpose was.

54. Some participants felt that information was deliberately withheld.

“It's like Freemasonry. If you don't really know what's entailed, it's
secret. And | think the secrets made it not appealing. ”

“And it was almost at times like it felt and | know it wasn't the case, it
was kind of being kept a bit of a secret in a way was like this secret

recipe.”

55. This reported lack of knowledge led to a nervousness, which in
some cases was compounded by the challenging nature of the training

sessions.

“We didn't know what it was going to be like and that first day | think
was very uncomfortable and | think it took us out of our comfort

zone.”
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56. A small number of participants felt that the combination of lack of
foreknowledge and then challenging training would put people off
attending, and in one case it was suggested that people dropped out of

the training at an early stage.

57. It was much more common for participants, even if they felt unsure
about the contents and nature of the training, to express pleasant
surprise. Most recognised that the training intentionally took them out
of their comfort zone but then had positive benefits, with many
respondents suggesting that they had needed to maintain an open
mind regarding the process, plus a certain amount of patience or
resilience to stick with it. Some were critical of colleagues who they
felt were less open minded and therefore unable to benefit from the
training.
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58. Finally there were are very small number of comments that
demonstrated that some participants not only did not understand the
nature of the Grit training, but also doubted the value it might be able

to bring to the individuals or the organisation.

59. Contrasting with this there was another, equally small, set of
responses identifying specific work practices that had changed as a
result of the Grit training.

3.2Team coverage

60. Several participants expressed concern that some members of their
team had not taken part in the training, either through choice or
because they couldn’t (for example, in some cases reference was made
to colleagues new to the service). This prompted a disappointment
that the impact was not as great as it might have been. Clearly some
participants felt so positively moved by Grit training that they tried to
pass some of it on to absent colleagues, though the nature of the
training made this very difficult in practice.
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3.3 Ongoing refresher training

61. Several participants talked about the potential for further refresher
training. They felt that momentum could be lost unless there are
frequent opportunities to continue the conversations that were begun
in the Grit sessions. Others wanted a resource which they could refer
to at a later date.

62. Some participants had taken this idea into their own hands,

organising regular catch-up meetings with fellow participants. In one
LA, a senior manager arranged for participants to be able to meet
quarterly for action learning sets as well as informal meetings to catch
up with one another. Another middle leader talked about the “Grit
fam” (family) which now check in with one another on a regular basis.
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63. Not everyone felt they had the autonomy to be able to ensure that
the Grit conversations continued: they remained passive even though
they felt there would be benefits in continuing the conversations.

3.4 Workload issues

64. Although several participants raised issues of workload, these
were, with only one exception, all from the same LA. This theme may
therefore be quite specific to that particular context, and is certainly not
reflected across all of our participants.

65. Comments about the compulsory nature of the training within this
LA might also explain some of the negativity, in comparison with the
other two LAs where engagement with Grit appeared to be voluntary:
if people have chosen to take part in a training programme they are
possibly more likely to regard it positively than if they feel they are
under an obligation to take part.

66. Those participants that complained about workload suggested that
although Grit training had encouraged them to make time for
themselves, the oppressive workload did not allow for this to happen.
People talked about feeling tired and unwell but not being able to take
time off, completing work in their own time in the evenings and at
weekends. Within this context, the activities of Grit felt like an
indulgence.
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67. Some participants in this LA were critical of leadership (at all
levels) which they felt was preventing them from applying lessons
learnt in Grit. These views were limited to a very small number of
people and are at odds with those expressed by most participants,
even from the same LA. They also clearly laid blame for not
continuing with Grit principles at the door of other people, even
though these same respondents talked about how Grit had given them
confidence in their own agency.

68. In this same LA there was also a view that the high workload
demands might have prevented colleagues from attending the
training, as they would have too much work to catch up on afterwards
and could not put urgent or pressing issues on hold while they
attended training.

3.5 Challenge

69. Participants often talked about the personal challenges that they
were faced with in the training sessions. This meant that, although
they usually felt they had benefited from the training, they didn't
always find it enjoyable. Part of the challenge related to the openness
that was demanded of participants, which made it potentially difficult
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in two ways: the honesty to speak openly about one’s own feelings;
and the awkwardness of dealing with professional colleagues who

were speaking very frankly and openly themselves.

70. This last comment about the power of the training was echoed by
several other participants, all of whom stated that the real power of the
training was to change the way they viewed themselves, and thereby

to change their behaviour.
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4. Personal change

71. Individual or personal change was by far the strongest theme to be
identified in this evaluation. It was mentioned by almost every
individual, and most respondents went into some detail to explain
precisely how they and their practice had been changed by the
training. These details are discussed under sub-themes in sections 4.2-
4.7 below.

4.1 General comments

72. Lots of participants talked about general changes that the Grit
training had brought about, usually in relation to how they felt about
their work. They talked of a renewed zest for their work, greater
calmness in the face of pressure, and new ways of approaching
problems in their work. It was clear that many respondents felt they
understood themselves better and carried a self-awareness into the
workplace. Some participants used words like liberating, and several
said they had been transformed by the experience.

“Overall, | do think that Grit as a three day training was excellent,
because you know [ definitely had a transformational experience.”

“And for me in terms of myself, I've really been able to kind of
understand some of my own kind of past experiences, and how that
affects me, and how [ bring that into my work, and how [ see things
through my own lens, and how | may liken certain scenarios with my
work too.”

“It's very refreshing because you feel liberated by some of the
emotions that you've carried before you even opened your mouth in a
conversation, in a dialogue. You feel like you've thrown all of that off,
S0 you're starting with a fresh perspective. And so you're not carrying
that weight and | think that really helps, even if it's it only helps me.”

“I feel like I've got a lot more a bigger toolkit to be able to get through
life and relationships now.”
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73. Often the participants made reference to specific metaphors and
models that had been used in the training, such as the grey area
between yes and no, viewing things through different personal lenses,
or the idea of being on fixed train tracks. Most commonly they talked
about the inner conversations they had with themselves; this is picked

up in section 4.6 below.

74. Some responses showed that the training had gone beyond
professional practices, and helped participants to manage busy
personal lives as well. Some talked about how their relationships with
partners and family members had changed. There were also
comments about how general work practices had changed, above and
beyond the specifics of working with families and young people. The
changing practice of individuals obviously contributes to institutional

and cultural change discussed in the sections below.

75. Some leaders said that they now had a better understanding of
how others viewed them, and of the effects their own behaviour had.
They were more likely to hold themselves accountable for their own
actions, and to apologise if they got something wrong. Again, these
personal changes are important in changing organisational culture.
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76. A second theme for leaders that was repeated several times was a
greater peace about actions, decisions and relationships with their
teams. The Grit training seemed to give them a confidence in their
own work, and helped them to let go of those aspects of other
people’s lives which they could have no control over.

4.2 Seeing things differently

77. Participants often talked about how the Grit training had helped
them to see things differently. Sometimes this was specifically in

relation to understanding the point of view of someone else—this is
discussed in section 4.3. More generally, people talked about how the
training had helped them to think differently and how to take a
different perspective on issues at hand. This was not universally
interpreted as a good thing—trying to see things differently inevitably
creates conflict with accepted practice and common habits.
Participants often talked about using different lenses to look at the
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situations they found themselves in.

78. Sometimes the ability to see things differently was framed as
understanding the work and role in a different way —which in turn
made it more manageable or less stressful. Participants gave very
specific examples of this, in their work with young people, families and
other agencies or departments within their own organisation. The
common factor in these comments was the importance of seeing the
actual problem that needed to be addressed through the multitude of
other priorities and pressure.
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4.3 Understanding others

79. A specific and common example of seeing thigs different was the
ability understand others better. This might have been described in
terms of increased empathy, or simply a recognition that others might
have a different view or interpretation of events, or that their context
and background might cause them to see things in a different way. For
some this introduced more fairness into their work: a recognition that
a lack of empathy might lead to unsympathetic or unjust decisions
and actions. This applied to professional relationships within the
service, as well as to the young people and families which the
participants work with.
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80. Understanding others was seen to be very different from some of
the professional practices prior to Grit. Some participants talked about
particular targets which needed to be achieved, and how the need to
do this might have taken precedence over a proper understanding of
people and their situations. For some, this was seen as a significant

and profound change.
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4.4 Communication

81. The move from transactional to relational interactions supported
improved conversations, with outcomes for families and young
people restored to the central purpose.

82. A better understanding of self and others was seen to be a driver

for improved conversations in the workplace, whether on the front line
with clients or with colleagues within the organisation. In some cases
specific examples were given regarding the changed nature of
conversations.
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83. There were a number of comments about feeling able to have more
challenging conversations, and the fact that Grit had supported clarity
in conversations that maintained the challenge without threatening the
relationship.
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84. In some cases there was specificity around using different forms of
words or different language, especially in front-line conversations.
This often related to use of I/we, or understanding “which sort of yes”
might have been implied, and it also included prompting clients to
change the way they spoke to add clarity of understanding.

85. The two-way nature of conversations was also noted, with some

respondents talking about how they had improved their listening
skills, taking more care to be present in the conversation and avoiding
the temptation to either let the mind wander or to seek predetermined
outcomes.
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86. In common with other aspects of the training, improved
communication skills were seen as beneficial in wider professional and
personal contexts.

4.5 Confidence

87. The development of better communication skills contributed to

increased personal confidence in the job. This confidence related both
to front-line conversations with clients as well as to internal
conversations within the organisation—which might in turn lead to
improved internal relationships. As with previous personal
developments, improved confidence was also seen as something that
could bring benefits outside of the job.
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88. Sometimes participants spoke about bravery rather than

confidence, usually in terms of going against the flow within the

organisation where there was a need to advocate for the clients. Such
advocacy is an important part of the role of front line workers, and
would be expected by Ofsted.
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89. Improved confidence was also seen to reduce stress, because it
took away some of the nagging fears that people may have felt in

unresolved situations or after long taxing days.

90. Several people (in LAs X and Z) talked about a very particular
example of increased confidence leading to behavioural change:
applying for promotions when previously they might not have done.
These are difficult to exemplify without compromising anonymity.

91. Confidence was linked to a sense of personal empowerment, so
people felt they had regained agency and autonomy in their situations.
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4.6 Internal conversations

92. The notion of internal conversation was a specific concept from

Grit that was repeated by many respondents. Often they gave
particular examples of situations when they had used this technique,
while at other times it seemed to be more of a general approach to

life, relationships and challenging situations. Internal conversations
were strongly related to confidence building.
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93. The idea of changing the conversation was common, but arose in
two different ways: changing one’s own internal conversation; and
changing the conversation with others, often in a collective sense

rather than a specific interaction.

94. In some instances the internal conversation brought to light
workplace tensions (see section 3.4), with a sense that the principles of
the training did not sit comfortably with the pressure of the workplace.
These feelings were limited to only one or two individuals.

4.7 Time for self

95. Respondents talked about the need to dedicate some time to their

own wellbeing. They frequently mentioned the need for internal
reflection, and often discussed the need to have a manageable work-
life balance. Despite the benefits they articulated, there were still
indications of guilt associated with time spent on self.

38  Grit Evaluation



96. Some leaders also recognised a need to give their coworkers time

and space for more reflective activity.
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4.8 No effect

97. A small minority of participants claimed that the Grit training had
no effect on them, either personally or on their practice, and one said
that it had made no difference to the team. The response from one
individual suggested that the training had come at the wrong stage in
their career, while another said that the way they worked was driven
by their personality rather than anything Grit had done. Others said
they had enjoyed the training but that its effects had not been long
lasting.
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5. Cultural change

98. Participants were asked if and how the culture of their organisation
had changed since the Grit training. It was left to them to decide what
they understood by “the organisation”, whether that meant their
section or department, the local authority itself, or the wide multi-
agency teams that work with vulnerable families and young people.
Responses largely fell into three groups: relationship changes within
the organisation; observable impacts on the operation of the
organisation; and effects on the service provided.

99. Apart from the small number of respondents who could perceive
no change, detailed in section 4.8, all responses talked about
improvements within their service—there were no comments about
anything having become worse. Most suggested that they experienced
a positive culture within their workplace, but that the Grit training had
supported and enabled that to develop further.

“And what | see is people really being sort of inducted into the morale
and the feeling of the service and the support that you can get from
one another. And you will literally hear people saying openly, publicly,
God, | love being in this team. And that's the people that have been in
the team for years, and | think that it's really good for new starters to
hear that. You know, even though the workload is really hard, the
work is gruelling, it's really tough, but actually there's real joy in in it:
massive reward, and enormous support from your colleagues.”

5.1 Relationships

100. The nature of the Grit training, which required participants at all
levels in the organisation to share some very personal issues with
absolute candour, enabled participants to see beyond one another's
roles and job titles. This seems to have cultivated greater openness
within the workplace, and better mutual understanding. For many it
was also clear that, because the training helped them to think from
someone else’s point of view, this greater openness extended beyond
those who were able to take part in the training, though there was a
clear closeness with other training participants.
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101. A large number of respondents talked about trust that had grown
within their teams. It was notable that this was more likely to be
mentioned by those with leadership positions; front-line workers
tended to talk about trusting relationships with their clients.

102. This last comment refers to thresholds which, when met, would
lead to “effective, proportionate and timely” interventions (Ofsted
2024). It is important to understand that the comment arose in the
context of statutory thresholds which may not be the same as the
standards which young people and families might have: Grit training
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helps the conversation to be robust but not focus on mismatched
thresholds; there is no sense that thresholds are ignored.

103. Development of trust seemed to have arisen from those aspects
of the training where participants had to be very candid with one
another. This openness led potential vulnerabilities; participants
shared how this openness continued into their working relationships.

Again this was more common amongst the middle and senior leader,

who felt that their teams are more aware of their humanity.
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104. Supporting these observations, some front-line workers
mentioned how they had noticed changed behaviours in their

managers, and that this had contributed to better working

relationships.
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5.2 Impact on the team

105. Participants talked about how improved relationships made a
difference to the ways their team worked. We use team as a general
term here: in some cases it may relate to a very small group of
individuals working together; in others to the whole Directorate or
even wider team of agencies. The common thread is the effect of
thinking more relationally.
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106. There was some concern that if only a small number of people
took part in Grit it would be difficult to effect system change. Others
were more optimistic, with an idea that they might infiltrate the
organisation and bring about change from within.
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107. Echoing some of the earlier comments about the need to
maintain ongoing training, or at least some regular meetings or check-
ups, occasional comments noted the “Grit effect” was beginning to
fade, or that some intentions had not been followed through.

108. Only one person used the word morale, but others made
comments which support the notion that morale within their

organisation had improved.
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5.3 Impact on the service

109. As described above, there was an abundance of comments from
individuals about how their own professional practice had changed,
and how this was having an impact on those that they worked with.
This was particularly notable for front-line workers, and by implication
would suggest that the service as a whole might have improved. In this
section we draw from explicit comments that suggest improved
service—half of respondents made reference to this.

110. In some cases leaders looked at the collective improvements that

come about when members of their teams had experienced Grit.

111. Others spoke more personally, about how their own practice was
leading to a better service, either as a front-line worker or as a
manager. Often they provided specific examples to illustrate the use of
ideas from Grit in improving the service to clients.
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112. Coherence between teams was touched on by some respondents:
they felt that because there were better personal relationships across
the organisation, they were better able to work together between their

respective teams.

113. Ultimately, for some people Grit provided a reminder that the
whole service is about people—a couple of people felt that this had
got lost behind the need to meet targets. If nothing else, Grit training
reinforced the idea that “children, young people and families benefit
from stable and meaningful relationships and engagement with social
workers” (Ofsted 2024), and supporting front line workers to be the

human face of the corporate body.
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6. Signs of Safety

114. Through happenstance, both the LAs that use Signs of Safety had
arranged some refresher training that interleaved with the Grit
workshops. Consequently, it was uppermost in some people’s minds,
so some participants brought up their use of Signs of Safety without
prompting, but all those from the two LAs that use Signs of Safety
were simply asked if and how Grit supported that work. The responses
were mixed, and in some cases confused.

115. A number of people simply said that they could see a link between
Signs of Safety and Grit, without expanding further. Others could see a
link but struggled to articulate it. The most positive responses
suggested that tools developed in Grit would support work within the
Signs of Safety framework.

“But you know, there is a close link between Signs of Safety and Grit,
and | think in Signs of Safety you are looking at things that you are
worried about. How do you understand things that you're worried
about is understanding that particular person that you are interacting
with, understanding the young person as well.”

“Grit gives you the tools to be able to understand the young person,
what they are worries are. And if they are not compliant, they're not
engaging with you, Grit you know gives you the tools to say what
conversations are going on for this young person.”

“In the language of Grit you need to get to a point where the young
person is assured | can hear you, | can hear what you're worried
about, | can help you to make decisions and so on. And so on.
Because you're listening to the young person. The young person feels
they are being listened to so there is an interlink.”

“I think that's what Grit sort of almost holds, gives you a different way
of embedding Signs of safety in your practice. Somehow, it's like a
carrier.”

52 Grit Evaluation




116. Some people tried to draw a distinction between a structural

framework (Signs of Safety) and a relationship-based approach (Grit),

articulated to a greater or lesser extent.
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117. Some middle and senior managers did not do Signs of Safety

training themselves, but they felt they could express a view on the link
to Grit.

118. Our initial exploration prior to beginning the evaluation revealed
the fact that Signs of Safety is implemented in different ways in
different authorities. Some of the evaluation respondents felt that it
was not done properly or completely in their own LA, and this
frustration might make it difficult to use Grit effectively. They shared
specific examples of how the system mitigated against good use of
either Signs of Safety or Grit. Others felt that even partial use of Signs
of Safety was useful and aligned with Grit.
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119. Others found it harder to see the link. In some cases this was
because they felt that Signs of Safety was not really relevant to their
particular role.
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7. Conclusions

120. This evaluation suggests that Grit training can lead to a qualitative
improvement in the work done by Local Authority social work teams
and associated agencies.

121. Change appears to be sustained over the medium term (~18
months) but can be better maintained with regular refreshers for
participants. These may be arranged autonomously by the participants
themselves.

122. Systemic or cultural change is mediated through the actions and
behaviours of individuals who have been challenged and changed by
the Grit training.

123. This applies at two distinct levels: at the front line, where Grit
supports challenging conversations, based on strong relationships
with young people and families; and within the organisation where Grit
supports openness and honesty in professional relationships.

124. In the second case this can generate a ripple effect such that the
impact of Grit training extends to the wider team, beyond those
individuals who took part in the training.

125. On the front line, practitioners say they are more confident, more
people-focused, and consequently more effective than they were
before Grit.

126. Grit programmes can potentially support Signs of Safety where
this is used, but the link between the two is not explicit enough for all
practitioners to understand.
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