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Introduction

Comas is a Scottish Community Development agency which specialises in the development of community with marginalised people.  It was established in 2008 and has achieved steady growth during a period of financial challenges for the voluntary and public sectors. 

This strategy sets Comas’ direction for the next five years, setting out our intention to build on the track record we have forged for creating new ideas which others want to follow, changing lives through energy and commitment, and working with determination to make our unique contribution to developing communities where every individual can feel belonging and live well.

The strategy sets the context for our Business Plan (resourcing our strategy) and annual action plans which guide our work within a framework of operational policies which ensure good governance and practice. 

The fundamentals

Comas Purpose
Our purpose is to liberate potential, connect people and empower communities
We create:

· Recovery

· Community1
· Wellbeing
We are here for people who feel on the outside of society.
1 Our definition of community is the sense of identity and shared experience which contributes to wellbeing, based on common ground from ideas, belief, resources, preferences, needs, risks, and social conditions.

Comas Values

For people and society:


For the way we work:
Doing with not to 


Innovation
Inclusion



Challenging, critical thinking

Choice




Learning and change
Independence



Quality – rigorous interaction with ideas and thinking

Comas Outcomes

· Vulnerable people have greater self belief and better quality of life

· Decision makers change the way they think and commission services with vulnerable people

· Service providers change their thinking and practice with vulnerable people

We will see:

· Positive attitudes towards finding creative solutions to entrenched social problems

· Approaches which lead to social inclusion

· Good practice

· Policy change

Comas approach
Believe people can learn and develop


Research and design

Dare to try something different



Persist
Reflect, improve




Demonstrate: show and tell
Influence: network, share, lobby, write


Provide expertise

Current context

The environment 2011 
	Changes in our environment which will affect our beneficiaries
	Policy and legislative changes
	Changes in our operating environment

	· Benefits and pensions review

· Social housing sector – pressure and potential cuts in levels of support by health & social care providers

· Economic changes will expose a wider range of people to the harsh realities of unemployment, debt and poverty

· Economic pressure increases personal stress and places pressure on individuals’ coping mechanisms. Stress may increase violence, addiction and mental illness

· The most vulnerable people risk becoming further ‘outside’

· Wider society becomes less giving/sharing/tolerant of the most vulnerable.
	· The Big Society (Westminster government) may influence the way people think about entitlement, voluntarism and the role of public services

· Concepts of ‘community’ and ‘society’ lose currency following their adoption by centre/right wing ideologies

· The concept of co-production of services fits with our development approach (e.g. Serenity Cafe

· Volunteering may increase in some sections of society, but graduates / career developers will have higher expectations from voluntary placements

· The Scottish election provided a strong mandate for the government  to achieve its manifesto commitments, albeit in a difficult financial climate

	· Public sector funding constraints may decrease or increase commissioning of our services
· The third sector capacity to lobby and advocate for the sector is under threat

· Commissioning of social sector training will be a low priority for cash-strapped organisations
· The property market continues to speculate on recovery and property costs have not dipped significantly, although there are more vacant properties on the market

· Social sector constraints may generate a market for innovation and creativity


The current climate in which Comas operates indicates:
· The need for ongoing vigilance of the impact of pressure on public services and increasing financial exclusion of vulnerable people

· Consolidation of our business model that has been developed without dependence on a core grant

· The importance of cross-sectoral collaboration built on added value and relationships 

Priorities

Mapping our activities and potential areas for growth

	Current markets / current activities
	Current markets / new activities

	Projects:

People in recovery: Serenity Cafe

Parents : Resilient Parent Project

Commissions:

Organisational learning and development

Research and evaluation

Assessing social need

Designing solutions


	Projects and commissions:

People in recovery:

· Women in recovery

· Peer support in Oxford Houses

· Ethnic minorities

Parents: 
· parent peer coaching

· adult attachment difficulties



	Current activities / new markets
	New activities / new markets

	Projects and commissions:

Recovery coach training>  new locations
SVQ Community Development > external candidates
Serenity Cafe> sharing the learning UK-wide
	Projects:

>Community connections for people with multiple/complex needs

>Resilience and recovery with women recovering from trauma/violence

Commissions:

>Action learning facilitation

>Conferences / events sharing our learning with community development practitioners



Comas has a range of strong projects in which we can evidence impact and which are already influencing thinking and practice:
· the Serenity Cafe receives visits and calls from organisations throughout Scotland, England, Wales and Ireland interested in replicating our approach to recovery community development
· the Resilient Parent project and our work with people in recovery from addiction led to deeper understanding of the experience of attachment disorder in adults which we can now use to design responses with the potential to enable people with damaged social capacity to repair and develop relationships
· Recovery Coaching provides an in-depth programme for developing community-based peer support between people in recovery.
Comas is an “ideas organisation”. Our challenge is not how to create new ideas, which we have in abundance, it is how to select ideas which will help us achieve a steady pace of development and growth whilst making the most social impact. 

We remain a small organisation. Project success without a significant contribution to our core capacity cannot be sustained and it is essential that we build this to support our development of new activities in new markets, and to create opportunities which provide resources to consolidate our core in tandem with new activities. 
· To realise our key asset – good ideas – we will strengthen our core (management, administration and premises) in the next five years.

· A further key asset is our staff team, working flexibly and responding positively to the challenges of short term project funding. We will work to maintain our expertise and track record through staff, by portfolio working across our projects and commissioned work.

· Our sustainability will depend on balancing planned growth and responding quickly and professionally to new opportunities. Our skills in assessing potential and risk, along with excellent governance from our Board, will help us to maintain the right balance.
Achieving outcomes

	Vulnerable people have greater self belief and better quality of life

We believe in human scale development which provides individuals with the attention and respect that enables personalised responses, which help people find creative, emotional, moral, spiritual, intellectual and physical wellbeing.

	Key facts

A 2007 literature review by the Scottish Government found that:
· People with complex and multiple needs (people who are ‘marginal, high risk and hard to reach) often have poor access to services which are only geared to address one aspect of their needs

· Often, organisation criteria ‘defines out’ people with multiple and complex needs from accessing their provision

Comas’ work has uncovered:

· A high level of health and social service reliance on the Police to respond to people with multiple and complex needs out of hours or when intoxicated, which contains the situation but does not meet their needs

· Individuals experience a wide range of short-term interventions but do not secure long term, helping relationships in ways which address the intricate problems that underpin their ‘presenting’ issues.

	What we are doing / learning

· Helping people to create community connections for peer support (also termed co-production) to reduce the day to day isolation which amplifies crises
· Providing high quality peer support through recovery coaching for people recovering from addiction

· Exploring Circles of Care as a means of facilitating community response to personal crisis

· Providing small scale, flexible opportunities for people to discover their talents and interests

	How we plan to develop our work to achieve this outcome in the next 5 years

· Develop accessible, specialised response to people recovering from trauma
· Explore responses to adult attachment disorder within the recovery community context

· Build on our peer coaching expertise to develop parent to parent coaching

· Develop human scale responses to tackling poverty through exploring micro-enterprise

· Work with public sector partners to improve crisis responses to people with multiple and complex needs

· Use the arts, learning opportunities and challenging experiences to help people to develop their whole wellbeing.
· Enable the recovery community to lead the Serenity Cafe to become an independent organisation


	Decision makers change the way they think and commission services with vulnerable people

Comas is a small organisation which believes that our ideas and experience can create wider ripples of change throughout society.  However, ideas will not take hold alone: decision makers, funders and commissioners are instrumental in change. We will disseminate our ideas and experience widely to all these audiences.

	Key facts

Change occurs in different ways:
· Awareness, exploration, transition, incremental emergence of a new infrastructure, gradual predominance of a new system.

· Awareness, exploration, major shift (e.g. legislation), adjustment, compliance

The methods of creating change at decision making level include:
· Inspiring others with a vision

· Understanding what works and systematising the practice

· Creating common language

· Gathering political support or key champions

· Communicating a coherent overview of grassroots development and practice

	What we are doing / learning

· Our written communications (e.g. Serenity 1% Manifesto) are created on a low budget, and at present we lack the designated time to maximise the use of these to raise wider awareness of our work.

· We have responded to consultations such as the Scottish Parliament Inquiry into Preventive Spend which has raised awareness of our work.

· We are asked to speak at conferences and events from time to time, but conference organisers need to be more aware of our work and our expertise. We are often invited because conference organisers like to hear the personal testimony of community members.

	How we plan to develop our work to achieve this outcome in the next 5 years

· Create more core capacity (designated time) to monitor opportunities to influence policy makers and politicians and respond in a timely way to consultations
· Identify key individuals to develop relationships with, who can spread our ideas and experience in wider circles of politics, funding, workforce development
· Include clear dissemination objectives in all new areas of work

· Develop a quarterly newsletter  and regularly refresh the Comas website


	Service providers change their thinking and practice with vulnerable people

Practitioners and other grassroots organisations will also be leaders of change. Many changes do not require a shift in policy or legislation. Our work can help people commit to the power they have within themselves to make a difference in people’s lives.

	Key facts

Change occurs in different ways:

· Bottom up: awareness, learning opportunities, encouragement, feedback, empowerment

· Top down: awareness, motivation (e.g. efficiency, finance, profile), change management

The methods of creating change at practice level include:

· Inspiring others with a vision

· Understanding what works and systematising the practice

· Creating common language

· Networking

· Providing learning opportunities and accessible resources
· Generating grassroots momentum

	What we are doing / learning

· Comas’ ‘show and tell’ approach generates strong grassroots interest (e.g. from other organisations interested in recovery community development from around the UK)

· Other organisations around the UK have shown a willingness to network and share experience with us, and say they have benefited from our reports and guides

· Locally, our development of the monthly Recovery in Practice Network engages frontline staff in discussion and exploration in Edinburgh and the Lothians

· Our training development is now established through approval as an SQA centre

	How we plan to develop our work to achieve this outcome in the next 5 years

· Build our reputation as learning providers in our areas of expertise: community development, recovery and resilience
· Promote action learning sets as a means of enabling exploratory practice in a range of settings
· Create toolkits and resources to enable practitioners to take on our experiences and ideas

· Become identified as a ‘solutions studio’ for designing creative responses to social issues based on our track record of exploring new ideas




	Comas continues to improve and develop
Comas is a ‘new start’ organisation making the transition to an established organisation in the community development sector.

	Key facts

· Comas has achieved steady growth from a £0 start in 2008
· We have achieved growth using both earnings from commissioned income and grants for our projects

· We have grown from a staff team of 2 to a staff team of 10 (mainly part-time posts)

	What we are doing / learning

· We still face a challenging period of establishing our track record and communicating our diverse work to funders – our ‘out of the box’ thinking can be challenging for funders who prefer to place initiatives inside a particular box
· Our funding mix creates limited support for development of our ‘core’: premises, management and leadership

· We punch well above our weight in terms of delivery and creativity
· Engaging community members in our staff team requires a higher level of core capacity to ensure we do this well

	How we plan to develop our work to achieve this outcome in the next 5 years

· Strengthen our communications activities

· Create Board leadership and governance to reflect our purpose and values, and strengthen the strategic finance function

· Build a strong staff team with greater scope for long term working with Comas, becoming an employer of choice for skilled and experienced staff and people who want to develop their career

· Strengthen core functions in management, finance and administration

· Build IT systems to support organisational growth

· Make best use of volunteering through stronger core functions
· Model good practice as a learning organisation

· Develop income generating activities which are sustainable without reliance on CO to deliver

· Diversify fundraising activity to gain support from a wider range of potential donors
· Achieve a balance of contributions to core funding
· Achieve target reserves
· Increase unrestricted funds available for development and experimentation


Review

We will review our strategy annually as follows:

· Six-monthly Workplans with specific targets and objectives to achieve these outcomes

· 3 yearly Business Planning with annual review to ensure finance and resources support our work

· 5 yearly Strategy development with an annual review
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