Lessons in Survival: what can we learn about prevention from people living with multiple disadvantage?
Workshop Write Up – 12 May 2026 – Chaired by Greg Headley
How we explore peoples lived experience of multiple disadvantage from the perspective of prevention, can be a complicated topic. Is prevention even possible for people where the trajectory of their life circumstances can be set in motion sometimes before they are born? At what point do prevention approaches kick in? 
Our speakers:
· Dave Stanton, MEAM Expert Panel Member
· Cathy Stancer, Deputy Director; 
· and Rob McCabe, Strategic Lead/ CIC Director from Birmingham Pathfinder.
· Harpal Bath, Head of Multiple Disadvantage for Birmingham Voluntary Service Council.
This session was popular with people standing at the edges of the packed breakout room. 
The session commenced with Dave Stanton, a member of the MEAM expert panel, speaking about his life journey from childhood. He spoke eloquently about his beginnings in a stable home and family and how, throughout his teenage years life began to take a different trajectory: addiction, poor mental health, offending and social exclusion leading to what he referred to as ‘The River of Despair’. 
Through the example of his own life, he was able to reflect upon the moments when the system (his school, the NHS, his family, criminal justice services etc) could have acted differently. 
Dave continued to describe his life journey through adulthood and up to the present day which sees him as 19 months into recovery with a thriving relationship with his children and as an active member of his community. He currently is in a mentoring relationship with the MHCLG, he is actively involved in Foundations 2 Change (a Birmingham based LERO - Lived Experience Recovery organisation) whom he credits with making the difference to his life, and he is a valued member of the MEAM Expert Panel. 
Dave considered the words of Desmond Tutu – ‘There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they’re falling in.’ 
Could Dave’s experience of multiple disadvantage have been prevented? Were there early indicators that could or should have been picked up by the system? Possibly. However, Dave expressed his strong belief that the opportunities for preventing him from falling into ‘The River of Despair’ were minimal.  Yes, the system could have been more proactive, it possibly should have reached more assertively and further into his life, and the life of his family, and taken the opportunity to steer him towards some different outcomes. This he acknowledged as he highlighted what those missed opportunities were. 
Dave was, however, able to share his belief that for people living with multiple disadvantage, the most important prevention approach comes through the system response as it works with people to exit the river. For Dave this came in the form of meaningful relationships with people who were further ahead in their recovery journeys. His encounters with people who were able to walk alongside him, building trust-based relationships that reflected back to him his own unique value, were what enabled him to step out of the river. Dave spoke of how feeling cared for, having a clear purpose and belonging to a community had changed his life and enabled him to consider recovery from addiction as a possibility.  Dave’s core message was that trust, hope, belonging, guidance and firm foundations within a loving community are what we need as systems to strive for when supporting people to sustainably and permanently exit lives of multiple disadvantage. 
Dave’s story contrasted with the next speakers: Cathy Stancer, Deputy Director, and Rob McCabe, Strategic Lead/ CIC Director from Birmingham Pathfinder. Their place-based project has emerged from a growing awareness that children from disadvantaged parts of our communities were the most likely to go on to have adult experiences of multiple disadvantage. 
Built upon data and through listening to the experience of families, they have designed an early intervention approach that provides additional bespoke support to families. Their approach provides flexible relational ‘support on tap’ for families facing adversity set within the context of the place-based system they are navigating at any one time. They have become a trusted partner with 29 schools so far in Birmingham and support over 300 families. 
Through building on the resources already within a system, they have evidenced that place-based working can lead to significant prevention outcomes for young people. 
To finish the session, we convened a brief Q&A for which we were joined by Harpal Bath, the Head of Multiple Disadvantage for BVSC (Birmingham Voluntary Service Council. Harpal has led on the Birmingham MEAM Approach since 2022 but has endeavoured to influence local systemic change for many years to improve our approach to prevention for people living with multiple disadvantage.
Questions focused on how to create a local argument for long term prevention and influence strategic leadership and how to measure the impact of prevention work – answers outlined how challenging this is. Dave was asked if he felt the kind of approach offered by Birmingham Pathfinder would have been impactful for him; he was clear that this would have been however, he was unsure if he would have met their referral criteria. We also considered questions around what really makes the difference for meaningful prevention work to happen; answers from all of the panel came back to the importance of strong partnerships and system wide collaboration. 



