


Origins of Transforming Early Years
This project is based on research, undertaken by Innovation Unit and funded by 
NESTA, looking at Radical Efficiency – different, better, lower cost public services. We 
looked at over 100 examples from around the world to better understand how they 
achieved better outcomes at lower costs. From this, the Radical Efficiency model was 
developed by looking the common principles that underpinned success.  The idea of 
this project was to test the principles of Radical Efficiency in practice . We chose early 
years as our test sector for three reasons:

1. It is a relatively young service with 
plenty of scope to innovate

2. There is a real opportunity to do 
something meaningful – working on 
early intervention could mean better 
outcomes for families over the long 
term, and significantly lower costs in 
the future for a number of services, 
like education and health

3. It is seen as being very vulnerable to 
cuts at present, so getting ahead of 
that was key

In summary, we aimed to work with 6-8 localities to find a radical solution for 
supporting families with very young children that was different, better for users and 
saved up to 30% on the current early years model. 



Launching the project
Using our networks and horizon scanning we grew a database of 
people who were already doing exciting things with families with 
young children. We invited over 50 of these people, from 27 localities, 
who were interested in being part of the programme, to attend a 
launch event on March 1 2010. 

This was a fantastic  opportunity to simulate the work we would be 
doing in the year-long project. We wanted to inspire them to take on 
the challenge, test their aptitude for this kind of work, but also give 
them the chance to assess whether they wanted to work with us. 

We took participants through a series of activities, simulating the 
Radical Efficiency model. We showed a short ethnographic film to get 
them understand the value of seeing their customers differently. We 
also asked them to think how the third and private sectors would 
approach early years provision to gain new insights. These activities 
were the beginning of gaining new perspectives on the challenge. In 
the afternoon we asked them to come up with a radical intervention 
that they were interested in developing to tackle that challenge. This 
allowed us to start testing their creativity and openness to innovation. 

After the event participants were invited to submit an expression of 
interest to be part of the project (6-8 sites in total) – we received 12 
submissions from different locality teams. 



Choosing localities for innovation
We chose an initial short-list from the 12 expressions of interest, based on 3 criteria: committed 
and passionate leadership; excellent strategic engagement from the LA; and strong local 
partnerships on which to build diverse new working groups. This left us with 7 localities who 
fulfilled our criteria and who we thought could do something exciting. 

We then ran a workshop in each locality, where we explored the Radical Efficiency model in more 
depth. This was an opportunity for sites to understand what being involved in the project would 
be like – experience new and different tools, and different working groups.  It also gave us the 
chance to test their creativity and get to understand their local contexts and relationships for 
recruitment. 

We asked them to consider what customer segment they wanted to target, and to pinpoint a 
particular geographical area where their ideas could be prototyped. We also asked them to come 
up with as many initial radical ideas as possible. 

Following this, 6 localities were invited to become part of the programme – Bradford, Barking & 
Dagenham, Knowsley, Corby, Reading and Essex (a partnership between a social enterprise and a 
charity). They represent a diverse mix of areas politically, demographically and in size. Individually 
they all have dynamic leaders who are keen to effect real change in the services they offer.



The project journey
The project journey lays out the Radical Efficiency model as a sequence of events.  The initial 
phase asks localities to gain new perspectives on the challenges they face. Following this we will 
work with them to gain new perspectives on the solution. Finally, we will rapidly prototype one or 
two of their solutions. For each of these stages, the Innovation Unit is designing a series of tools 
and activities to challenge their thinking and push them towards a radical way of thinking, 
designing, prototyping and implementing. 



Locality teams
We asked localities to work with a mixed team of people to generate new insights on the 
problem they are trying to solve.  This is a critical part of the RE methodology, as we believe 
that different people will bring different ideas to the table. 

We ran a planning workshop with each locality team, giving them the opportunity to bring 
together their diverse group (e.g. health, local third sector organisations, parents & 
families), think about how change happens in their locality (movers and shakers), as well as 
methods and motivations for engagement. 

A project plan was drafted which looked what activities would happen, when and for who. 
We also examined issues around governance, Local Authority and key stakeholder 
engagement, and what local events were occurring that could help or hinder the progress of 
the project. We were clear that there is a need to be strict about milestones (which are 
linked to outcomes) but with the flexibility to be relaxed about the process and journey that 
will best take them there. 

Locality leaders were given also learning journals to 
complete over the duration of the project to reflect on all 
the important moments that occur throughout the duration 
of the project. 



Ethnography
To enable our sites to develop a new perspective on the challenge, we wanted them to 
have a better understanding of and new insights into the families they wanted to work 
with. We believe that a simple but powerful and effective way to do this is through 
ethnography.  We developed 2 tools, a researcher handbook and a user journal, together 
with a training process to support localities to grow these skills themselves, ensuring that 
they could do this sort of work independently in the future. 

The training workshop explored with practitioners and parent volunteers what makes a 
good researcher and practical considerations to take into account when doing this type of 
work (such as safety). It also took them through a number of the interview exercises in 
groups of 3 – each taking it in turn to be interviewer, interviewee and note-taker. They fed 
back on their experiences each time. 

Participants reported that this practical experience was incredibly 
valuable, enabling them to become confident with the questions and 
techniques, but also giving them experience of what it would be like to 
be interviewed. They reported that the use of visuals and interactive 
tasks were very effective in revealing new insights and stories. 



Ethnography
Researcher handbooks to record their interviews with families were distributed. We also 
gave them user journals (to be completed anonymously by parents), which families will 
receive a small incentive for completing. Each locality will interview approximately 20 
families in their pairs and aim to receive approximately 20 completed user journals, detailing 
‘a week in the life’ of those families.

Sites have also been provided with tools to help them analyse their findings. These tools 
aim to give them a strong basis for discussion rather than enabling them to do perfect, 
scientific research. This new data and insight generated will form an important input into 
the clarifying the challenge workshop. 

A short film will be made with each site which will capture two or three really compelling 
family stories for the interviews and highlight key themes from the research. These films 
will be shown at each site’s ‘clarifying the challenge workshop’ and are a resource that they 
could share with participants and use as advocacy tool. 

We will also be filming participants sharing what 
the process actually felt like, which will be a 
valuable source of learning for us and the sites. 



Resource audit
The resource audit enables sites to access new data (part of gaining new perspectives on 
the challenge) and build new understanding about how much is being spent, on what and 
how much impact it has. They also allow sites to have better conversations about where 
money is effective and where it isn’t. It also highlights where opportunities exist - both for 
collaboration and joint working, but also for decommissioning where there is duplication 
and ineffective spend. 

Discussions with IU allowed sites to plan how they would conduct 
the research – who would be responsible for uncovering what data.
These included:
• Encouraging sites to think about the future costs of failing
to support families with young children. This could include adult 
mental health, drugs, criminal justice system etc. 
• Encouraging sites to think more broadly about who 
provides services, and to also include voluntary sector services 
(e.g. women’s refuge, domestic violence charities etc). 

Following the workshops, sites are now co-ordinating a resource 
audit in their localities, with the results to feed into the clarifying
the challenge workshops. 



Horizon scanning
On July 8, we ran a national horizon scanning event for locality teams. During the day we  
provided sites with some tools and methods to practice ‘rethinking the challenge’ and to begin 
looking at the bottom half of the model, and start unpicking how to ‘rethink solutions.’

We looked at examples of radical innovation from around the globe, where innovators are 
tackling similar issues to our localities.  These are not necessarily from Early Years but looked at 
highly relevant themes that have emerged from the work so far:

• Uncover, build and really work with existing community capacity
• Overcome barriers to engagement
• Meet people where they are at
• Work with new ‘units’ of users
• Rethink the role of the professional
• Create a systems with a diverse mix of service providers

We asked participants to pick a selection of case studies and then unpick what they thought 
the conventional definition of that problem was, and how the case study had reconceptualised 
it.  We then asked them to do the same for the solution. For participants this was incredibly 
powerful  as they saw how rethinking the challenge can lead you to a very different, radical 
solution.

Finally, sites talked through together what they had found powerful during the day and what the 
implications were for them. 



Clarifying the challenge
Following the horizon scanning event, and completion of the ethnography and resource 
audits, each locality will have a full day ‘clarifying the challenge’ workshop.  In this workshop, 
a wide project team, including senior decision makers, will come together to present and 
discuss their research findings (from the ethnography, resource audit and horizon scanning) 
and what they have learnt. 

This will enable them to assess and prioritise the challenges for their locality,
and uncover opportunities for action, as well as building a  shared vision and 
understanding of what they hope to achieve. 

By the end of the day, locality sites will have:  
• Identified their root challenge 
• A clear understanding of what factors led to/contribute to the root 
challenge, and their relative importance
• Uncovered opportunities that could be built upon
• An awareness of what could services could be decommissioned
• A clear set of user-centred design principles that will be used to 
inform their solutions and practice

These workshops form the bedrock for the rest of the project. The Radical Efficiency model 
shows us that only by truly understanding the challenge, can you begin designing services 
that are different, better and lower-cost. 
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