Response to the 2009 External Review of Global Xchange

The external review report was the result of nearly a year’s work carried out by Tina Wallace and Joe Joseph.  The report has been welcomed as a timely and relevant analysis of the GX programme at a time when it is moving in new directions and will form the starting point for a longer term strategic planning process due to start in July 2009.

The key areas of analysis and recommendations that the GX team are carrying forward center around five core areas, each of which is outlined in turn below:

1.  Strengthening models of engagement for GX within and across UK communities

The review focused on three pilot models of engagement, and strongly endorsed an approach that would build longer term, organizational partnerships between GX and community based organizations that could act as hubs, or ‘anchors’, for the programmes locally.  Since the review was published, this is being piloted with two UK NGOs (Foyer, in Aberdeen and Deafway, in Preston). 

The review did not focus on GX’s work overseas, where organizational partnerships managed through a Country Management Team is already the norm.  There are models of best practice overseas that we will look to strengthen and support more consistently, drawing on work across VSO and the BC on partnership principles and development.

2.  Developing flexible and diverse approaches to working with cross-cultural, international teams of young people

The strengths of the core Youth Xchange model will be kept to, but the review has prompted more thinking around whether there are other models of international youth exchange that could increase the impact of GX as a whole.  This year is seeing the piloting of shorter exchanges, exchanges with a stronger regional element.  

The integration of Community Xchange into GX is also a milestone since the report was published.  This is enabling us to work with a wide range of youth and community leaders in ways that will impact on all five of the key areas highlighted here e.g. through the development of locally based Advisory Boards, or through the establishment of organizational networks in a particular location. 

3.  Building on the strengths of the partnership between VSO and the British Council to create a stronger GX identity as a leader in international youth programmes

There are strong links between the BC’s agenda for Inter Cultural Dialogue, with its emphasis on active citizenship and volunteering, and VSO’s core agenda of volunteering for development and social change.  Exploring the synergies between these agendas more explicitly will be part of the strategic planning process for GX in 2009, with a view to outlining more clearly how GX builds on both.  

4.  Becoming a learning organization, where our future strategies and plans are clearly based on strong monitoring and evaluation

In common with many programmes, GX has been very operationally focused. The desire to deliver and expand has taken precedence over drawing learning from the wealth of stories and learning generated over previous exchanges.  The M&E systems that exist have prioritized stories of individual volunteer journeys over the impact that exchanges have had within communities.  GX is drawing on new M&E initiatives across VSO and the BC in order to integrate a coherent approach to M&E into the strategic planning process that will enable us to demonstrate the impact the programme has on communities in the UK and overseas, as well as how it has practically developed participants ability to be ‘active citizens’. 

5.  Developing new forms of programme management that enable all of the above to take place as effectively as possible

Over the last year, GX activity levels have almost doubled.  The review suggests that current management systems do not necessarily lend themselves to enabling more, and more flexible, community-led programming.  In particular, the role of the Programme Supervisor is an issue that is at the heart of all of our thinking.  The successes of the current model hinge on the PS, but the job descriptions, terms and conditions and place within the management structure are no longer necessarily reflecting the reality of the job or the expectations that are placed upon them.  This will form the starting point of a holistic look at roles across the team, and the management relationships that the Programme Managers enjoy with PSs, but also with Country Management Teams, partner organizations and wider youth and development networks.

