My brief from Norfolk Unites was to develop “an online Directory to enable VCS organisations of all sizes to more easily access larger contracts held by regional VCS and non-VCS bodies”

Stated such, the brief contained two challenges.  The first challenge was that it expressed a need for both a relevant and robust resource, and the second challenge was that it wanted a directory that was relevant  for both purchaser and potential supplier.  

Regarding the first challenge, in the VCS, Directories either come and stay or they come and go, but from experience as a consultant and trainer for many years, regardless of whether they remain or disappear, they fall into disuse fairly quickly.  The reasons for this are pretty standard – the thrill for the host organisation was in producing it in the first place; maintaining it becomes a bit of a chore and a bit of a bore and attracts increasingly few resources in both time and money.  From the contributors point of view, at least speaking personally, because the formats seemed pretty restricted and mechanistic, I found my entry either just didn’t stand out or seemed too off-the-wall.  Again, regardless which way, it just didn’t seem worth the time or the effort to update my initial entry, even if given the opportunity.  And they also fall into disuse because they simply replicate what is already out there.
So, I set out to find or develop a structure that was not management thirsty in terms of time or resources need to keep it updated, that had a mix of inputting motifs that should keep contributors interested and motivated and that allowed them to be themselves, to be distinctive in a way that didn’t mean they were limited in the capacity.
The second challenge was that of planning a directory that was relevant to both reader and writer, to both purchaser and supplier.  This was a tough one and in itself quite an unusual request because most directories, when you think about it, are really only one-way.  If you think of the phone book for instance, we as purchasers of information have had to learn to adapt to the way that the supplier of information has seen fit to categorise and display their data.  This is why tele-sales that use the phone book simply progress alphabetically, because they have no way of determining whether any data item is more or less likely to be interested in their pitch or product.

In the end, I took up both challenges simultaneously.  I reasoned that if I could find out what the holders of contracts wanted and expected from their suppliers, then this would hopefully motivate and enthuse those suppliers in presenting their wares and continuing to do so.

So I first produced a questionnaire that tried to audit commissioners’ needs.  I asked, for instance, what they looked for in a VCS supplier, their experience to date in procurement, their likely training, learning and consulting needs in the foreseeable future and what else they would like to see – and use – in such a Directory.  I received returns from such contract holders as Norfolk Learning Partnership, the East of England Brokerage Consortium, Investing in Communities, NHS Norfolk, A4E, the LSC, and Job Centre Plus – Norfolk.  The results informed to a great extent many of the categories of information that I would suggest ought to be included in the Directory.

I summarised these findings and offered them to a number of consultants and trainers with whom I was familiar asking their opinions of what it would be like for them to describe their work, their businesses, their experiences and their styles in terms of what the purchaser was interested.

Their replies in turn enabled me to limit my search for the best format to meet the objectives of the brief.

Their was nothing off the peg out there, but what there was a fascinating attempt by an organisation called The Development Trusts Association to recruit more members. The DTA’s form, as well as containing standard and basic contact information, also asked applicant-contributors to reflect on their organisational style, to choose one or more  facets of the relevant work environment which they felt they were good at and, as well as provide a track record, to indicate what they think they could do with their current resources.
This approach seemed a breath of fresh air for me as a consultant because it would allow me scope to describe my organisation, my work and my approach in such a way that bridged the gap between mechanistic facelessness and complete idiosyncrasy.  

So, in meeting these two challenges, I tried to produce a Directory plan that had the following strengths:

· it is based on what commissioners want to know now and in the future
· it allows commissioners to conduct a modified ‘search’ for tender PQQs
· it allows for contributors to be distinctive 
· it has a mix of inputting motifs that should keep contributors interested and motivated
· it is jargon-free in the sense of current social work categories and is therefore flexible
· it has clear management expectations
· it is not management thirsty
· it is adaptable to both open (anyone can enter) and closed (entry by appointment) systems

In so doing, I felt that plan that I produced also had the following weaknesses:

· more administration and management is required at the front-end entry level than other similar directories
· because it is not a typical directory format, some appropriate potential contributors may be put off by certain sections
· regular updating by all stakeholders is essential for maximum effectiveness
But, and in conclusion, the Directory I do believe opens up these opportunities:

· the managing agency can use it to showcase their other work 
· it can result in the forming of new partnerships, consortia and informal networks of VCS training and learning providers
· such new configurations of working could benefit all commissioners and thereby end-users of services
…which ultimately is what our work in the VCS is really about.
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