
Multiple Disadvantage – workforce development and a whole system approach to support services  

The Building Better Opportunities Programme – Opportunity and Change work with 

those with Multiple and Complex Needs or Multiple Disadvantage including employing 

social workers who can assess clients against the care act.  

While we commonly speak about support services in isolated categories, the people 

that use them often experience a combination of interrelated and mutually reinforcing 

needs, such as homelessness, mental ill health, offending and substance misuse. The 

combination of two or more of these problems is commonly referred to as Severe 

Multiple Disadvantage (SMD) or Multiple and Complex Needs (MCN).   

 

 

 

 

Stakeholder Managers have been working with Adult Social Care Departments to 

ensure the staff understand about complex needs and have access to learning 

resources and services that are there to support this group. They have developed 

referral pathways and are working to ensure that the social workers are ‘trusted 

assessors’ under the care act.  
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People who face these disadvantages often experience other issues, including poor 

physical health, domestic and sexual abuse and disadvantages related to ethnicity 

such as community isolation. They also have a harder time accessing services and 

getting support that meets their needs, as they are viewed as too challenging for 

mainstream responses. 

It’s estimated that annually around 58,000 people experience multiple disadvantage 

in England and Nottingham has the 8th highest prevalence, at over 5,000 people*. 

Figures in Nottinghamshire are not conclusive and more work is required to identify 

prevalence.  

The current social system is not designed to answer this complexity, as often services 

work in silos, addressing individual issues one at a time. This can lead to risk factors 

being overlooked and problems becoming aggravated, as well as make services seem 

uncaring and unsupportive to people seeking help, driving them further away from the 

system.  

There’s an increased awareness that accessible and coordinated services improve 

people’s lives and reduce the use and cost of crisis responses. In Nottingham, steps 

are being taken towards a more person-centred and holistic approach to support 

services, where different agencies work collaboratively within a flexible network of 

information sharing and informed by the complexity of human needs and experience.  

Opportunity Nottingham is one of 12 projects commissioned across the UK to deliver 

the National Lottery Community Fund’s national programme ‘Fulfilling Lives: 

http://www.opportunityandchange.org/
http://www.opportunityandchange.org/


Supporting People with Complex Needs’. With 3 years to go on a 8 year lifespan, the 

project has not only been supporting beneficiaries who experience multiple 

disadvantage to take control of their lives, but also investing in changing the local 

frontline service approach with the aim of driving lasting change to the support service 

system as whole, ultimately achieving more coordination between agencies and best 

practice for beneficiaries being applied consistently across the board. 

Integral to influencing system change in this sense is workforce development, through 

from frontline practice to strategic planning and commissioning. The Practice 

Development Unit (PDU), is run by the Nottingham Community and Voluntary Service 

in partnership with Opportunity Nottingham. It was set up with the aim to facilitate more 

opportunities to develop collaborative working and the sharing of good practice among 

professionals from all sectors in Nottingham and Nottinghamshire.   

Now in its third year, the PDU offers a unique opportunity for workers to connect, learn 

collaboratively and share good practice and expertise around working with 

beneficiaries who are experiencing multiple disadvantage. The PDU hosts a variety of 

free peer learning and practice development events (comprising workshops, seminars 

and Communities of Practice) on themes such Psychologically Informed Approaches, 

including trauma informed care and strength-based approaches. Participants at these 

events have reported an increased awareness of the importance of more personalised 

and trusting relationships with beneficiaries and demonstrated an interest in 

implementing these practices within their own organisations. 

Due to its focus on peer learning and collaborative working, PDU events also provide 

a helpful platform for networking and developing professional relationships with 

workers from local organisations, opening doors for better coordination and timelier 

and more effective sign posting and referrals. 

The PDU’s Introduction to Multiple Disadvantage event on 27 November is now fully 

booked, but professionals in Nottinghamshire can sign up to the PDU’s free online 

platform (www.pdunottingham.org) to stay up to date on new dates and learning 

events being planned for the future. This online hub also houses a vast number of 

resources for professionals, ranging from academic papers to national reports, which 

reflect the latest research and information on practice within the field of multiple 

disadvantage.  

Workers from across the public, voluntary and private sectors are encouraged to join 

the PDU and take part in re-shaping what support services look like in Nottingham and 

Nottinghamshire. Email enquiries@pdunottingham.org to find out more. 

 

*Bramley G., Fitzpatrick S., Edwards J., Ford D., Johnsen S., Sosenko F. and Watkins D. (2015) Hard 
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