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1.0 About the BBO programme  
and evaluation 

1.1 About the BBO programme 

The National Lottery Community Fund (hereafter the Fund) is matching funds from the European Social Fund (ESF) 2014-2020 
programme to provide joint investment in local projects tackling the root causes of poverty, promoting social inclusion and driving 
local jobs and growth, particularly for the hardest to reach groups. Through this funding, the Building Better Opportunities (BBO) 
programme was developed using a decentralised approach, with 37 Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) involved in producing 
project outlines to inform the development and delivery of the programme at local levels. These outlines were used to guide the 
allocation of funds to 132 BBO projects that deliver interventions to address local priorities. The programme is supporting a variety 
of projects to improve the employability of the most disadvantaged, including helping those with multiple and complex needs with 
a range of support including confidence building, skills development and help with financial literacy. BBO was designed to engage 
the expertise and knowledge of a wide range of stakeholders through encouraging partnership delivery, thus creating positive 
impacts for harder to reach groups. 

In 2019, the Fund undertook an exercise to secure and confirm extensions for many of the BBO projects, either in the form of 
additional funding or extended delivery timescales for projects to achieve their original targets. In total, 121 projects have received 
an extension to 2022.

1.2 About the national evaluation 

The Fund commissioned Ecorys to deliver an evaluation and learning contract for the BBO Programme. The evaluation primarily 
concentrates on examining the approach to programme implementation on the ground. In doing so, it is taking a formative 
perspective to generate insights and timely lessons during the life of the programme. The broad areas for investigation and 
analysis through the national evaluation are considered briefly below, under the headings access, impact and learning. 

• With regard to access, the evaluation explores progress to date in opening up ESF funding, via BBO, to VCSE organisations that 
are well placed to deliver effective interventions for harder to reach target groups. 

• The evaluation is conducting a range of activities to examine the impacts of the programme, including case study visits to a 
sample of projects to provide findings about what works and for whom. 

• The above evaluation work has a strong emphasis on sharing learning through a programme of learning activities for grant holders. 
Specifically, these have been designed to identify critical success factors and lessons for the Fund and delivery organisations. 
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This annual report draws on several pieces of work undertaken throughout 2019-20, including: 

• Participant survey: A telephone survey is a key element of the national evaluation to explore the profile and outcomes of 
BBO from the perspective of participants. The survey adopted a longitudinal design, incorporating a baseline survey of 500 
participants and follow-up survey of 200 participants. The follow-up interviews were completed on a rolling basis, with final 
interviews in December 2019.

• Grant holder survey: An online survey of grant holders and their partners was implemented in early March 2020. The 
purpose was to capture information on the current profile of organisations involved in delivering the BBO programme and any 
changes, explore the role of VCSE partners and examine the organisational benefits and positive outcomes for organisations 
involved in the programme, as well as any challenges. In total 256 organisations responded.

• Consultations with grant holders: In the last year, consultations have been held with 14 grant holders, involving a mix of face-
to-face visits and telephone interviews. This flexible approach to qualitative research with grant holders allowed the evaluation to 
explore particular themes or interventions of interest, building on the 16 case study project visits previously conducted.1

• Shared learning and networking: Ecorys are delivering a number of learning and networking activities that serve as an 
opportunity to share learning, capture evidence for the evaluation and provide an opportunity for project staff to interact 
directly. Face-to-face networking events were held in May/June 2019. Two further learning events in April 2020 were postponed 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, Ecorys is managing an online networking group using the Slack platform. The aim 
of this network is to enable projects to interact regularly outside of the more formal events, along with sharing good practice, 
updates and engaging in peer learning and support. 

• Review of other sources of evidence: In addition to evidence gathered directly by the evaluation team, this evaluation report 
draws on a range of other evidence including local evaluation reports, case studies collated by grant holders and the Fund, 
and other outputs developed by individual projects including social media posts. In addition, Programme level Management 
Information (MI) data2 is received periodically and analysed to map the profile of participants and assess the results being 
achieved across the programme.

1 A decision was made to complement case study visits with telephone interviews to maximise the available resource and provide flexibility in engaging stakeholders 
across more projects than would otherwise have been the case.

2 This programme data is compiled by the Fund drawing on data returns from projects, specifically the participant entry and exit forms.

1.3 About this report 

This report brings together evaluation evidence to present an overview of the latest developments 
and achievements of the BBO programme. The report was prepared in April 2020, at the time the 
UK was experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, so also includes insights into how the BBO projects 
have adapted to the crisis. In addition to the Fund, the report is likely to be of interest to those 
directly involved in delivering BBO projects, as well as those with a broader interest in supporting 
disadvantaged groups to move towards employment.
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2.0 Programme development  
and delivery 

The BBO Programme is now into its fourth year of delivery. This section examines some key developments over the last year and 
considers the implications for ongoing implementation. It highlights examples of ‘what works’ in delivery against particular themes, 
such as support for specific groups, including young people and those with multiple and complex needs.  It also examines how 
projects are responding to some of the key overarching themes of the Fund, including how it has sought to tackle social isolation, 
support communities to thrive and ensure people are in the lead in the planning and delivery of support. The section then looks at 
the response of BBO projects to the COVID-19 pandemic, including the communications issued by projects in the early stages of 
the crisis and the adaptions projects have successfully made to allow them to continue to engage and support participants.

2.1 Project delivery highlights

In the last year, projects have continued to successfully engage and support participants. In a previous evaluation report3 we 
examined some of the effective practice emerging in terms of reaching and supporting particular types of participants. Recent 
thematic learning papers have focused on in-work support and employer engagement, highlighting the effective work of BBO 
projects in delivering this type of intervention. 

In a similar vein, the following sections highlight examples of BBO projects which correlate to some of the thematic areas covered by 
the Fund currently in terms of their strategic framework4 and strategic investments.5 This is not intended to be an exhaustive review 
of practice; instead, the aim is to highlight some particularly notable examples from the perspective of informing ‘what works’.

2.1.1 Social isolation

Addressing social isolation is key a theme cutting across a significant number of the BBO projects supported by the Fund; it 
is a core theme of the Ageing Better strategic investment6 and the Building Connections Fund.7 Social isolation amongst BBO 
participants is common, mainly resulting from being house bound as a result of a health condition, caring for an older relative, 
family breakdown, reduced income or long-term unemployment. Comments from participants when asked about their needs on 
engaging with the projects, captured in the survey, help illustrate some of these issues:

“After I had my stroke I felt very isolated as I wasn’t able to get out much.”  
(Participant)

“I was feeling isolated and needed some direction in my life, I hadn’t worked in a long time.”  
(Participant)

BBO projects quickly realised this was an early need that required addressing as part of many participant pathways. Consequently, 
many of the initial engagement activities offered by projects were designed in recognition of the commonality of social isolation 
as a barrier for BBO participants. Responses to this often included sporting activities bringing participants together, or forms of 
support with a health or wellbeing focus.

3 Ecorys (2019) Building Better Opportunities Evaluation: Annual Report 2019
4 The Fund Strategic Framework, available from: tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/about/strategic-framework
5 The Fund is investing over £500 million across England to tackle some of society’s most entrenched social problems through five long terms programmes, further 

details: tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/strategic-investments
6 Ageing Better aims to support people aged over 50 who are experiencing or at risk of social isolation and loneliness:  

tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/strategic-investments/ageing-better
7 The Building Connections Fund is a partnership between Government, The National Lottery Community Fund and the Co-op Foundation which was set up in 

response to the Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness to support projects that prevent or reduce loneliness.
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For example, Steps to Work ran a range of engagement activities, including getting people playing chess, arts and crafts, and 
cooking, all with the intention of encouraging social interaction. Step Forward Tees Valley, meanwhile, ran football sessions with 
Middlesbrough FC Foundation Trust at a local leisure centre. In the Darlington area, a knitting group has been established to bring 
together participants to share skills. 

Whatever the activity, such interventions were widely recognised as creating a valuable impetus and reason for participants to 
leave the house to meet and talk to other people in a similar situation. Such activities were also reported as being helpful in 
building social skills and reducing isolation, in turn improving confidence. The progress achieved through support to address social 
isolation has often proved important for BBO participants, as one project staff member suggests:

“It’s really important to get people to actually start talking to other people, which is 
something they may not have done for a while. If you don’t get their confidence to 
grow, you’re never going to move them closer to the labour market.”  
(Delivery staff member)

Other activities sought to address issues of social isolation stemming from particular delivery contexts, or amongst particular 
groups, as illustrated by the example below.

Practice example – reducing social isolation of young people

The Game Changer project is based in Cornwall, where the largely rural landscape and poor transport links mean social isolation 
is a major issue faced by the young people the project is supporting. The lead partner, Real Ideas Organisation Ltd, in conjunction 
with another partner, the Cornwall Food Foundation, delivered a horticultural and cooking based activity for a new group of 
young people coming onto the programme. The session involved starting a fire, picking vegetables and herbs from the garden 
and preparing and cooking food. The activity enabled participants to meet new people, create friendships and increase their 
confidence. This was evidenced by one young person, who reported having spoken to only four people in the previous year as a 
result of anxiety issues. After joining the Game Changer project, and attending the activity, he had, within the space of a day-and-a-
half on the course, spoken to four or five times as many people as he had all year. 
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Group based activities delivered by BBO projects equally served the same purpose in terms of addressing the social isolation of 
participants, by creating opportunities for participants to meet people, form new friendships and have regular social interaction as 
this participant suggests:

“[It] Gets me out to socialise twice a week.” 
(Participant)

There are also examples of BBO project activity serving as a catalyst for sustained local activity to address social isolation outside of 
the project. For example, a number of participants from the Reach Out Across Durham project have created their own informal 
groups to maintain support and contact beyond their time on the programme. Projects are increasingly alert to dependency on the 
part of participants, either in terms of group sessions or the relationship with those delivering one-to-one support. Peer support 
activities have been identified as important as a potential longer-term support mechanism in this context, given that projects are 
ultimately about employment rather than simply providing a friendship or befriending service.

The one-to-one support offered by BBO projects, through a mentor or coach role, also emerged strongly as a mechanism for 
addressing social isolation in the BBO programme. An extract from one of the local evaluation reports explains the importance of 
such relationships:

“Coaches listen and allow people time to tell their story, and therefore build a 
relationship based on trust. Participants also appreciated that they could have day-to-
day conversations with their coach, and not talk exclusively about employment.”  
(Project evaluation report)

Equally, participants themselves frequently commented on their mentor as being a key source of social interaction:

“Meeting her [key worker] weekly is normally the only person I talk to other than  
my children.”  
(Participant)

“Like I said, I don’t really go anywhere or see many people, it’s nice to have a little 
chat…. while we’re sorting other things out as well.”  
(Participant)

Another dimension where BBO projects are having a positive effect in addressing social isolation involves supporting participants 
to develop digital skills. In projects where this is a key focus, a common outcome reported in local evaluation reports concerns 
participants feeling far less isolated through making contact with friends and family as a result of being able to go online. This ability 
to connect through virtual means has been particularly important during the COVID-19 pandemic, with projects delivering virtual 
support and participants engaging in a variety of online activities as a way to stay connected (see section 2.3 below). 
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2.1.2 Young people

Young people are a core target group for many Fund investments and the BBO programme is no exception. Many BBO projects 
work exclusively with young people and in others they form a core target group. BBO delivery targeting young people echoes 
much of what was found to be effective in other Fund programmes for young people, such as Talent Match.8 BBO projects have 
demonstrated many effective ways to engage and support young people, with one-to-one support offered through a mentor or 
key worker approach proving particularly effective for this target group alongside a tailored support package. Where peer mentors 
were used to support young people that was particularly welcomed as illustrated by this participant quote captured in the survey:

“It was great to have [mentor name] helping me, as he knew what it was like and came 
from here too.”  
(Participant)

Support to address anxiety or other mental health conditions was also a common feature of support for young people. 

Across the BBO programme, several other specific interventions or activities to support young people are worthy of note. Initial 
engagement of young people has required projects to develop some creative approaches to attract young people. Examples 
include the Empowering Enterprise project organising a ‘social fair’ to attract young people to come and find out about activities, 
groups or things they can get involved in as a first step towards potentially thinking about employment. The fair involved a range of 
partners covering gaming, art and drawing, theatre, athletics, walking, volunteering, wildlife and the environment.

Once engaged, other projects have developed ways to enhance the development, and evidencing, of the skills and activities young 
people have undertaken. Game Changer is using digital badges9 with young people on the project. Engaging with a wider pilot as 
part of Plymouth’s City of Learning, the project is seeking to use digital badges to capture and articulate a young person’s learning 
or experience gained from the project. The badges are designed to be shared on social media and online CVs. With flexibility 
to design bespoke badges, the project is using them to evidence a young person’s engagement with the project and individual 
interventions as well as the achievement of softer skills. An example of a digital badge is provided below.

8 tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/strategic-investments/talent-match
9 Digital badges communicate skills and achievements by providing visual symbols of accomplishments alongside data providing context about the achievement: i.e. 

evidence of what individuals did, and who says they did it. Further details: www.thersa.org/cities-of-learning/how-it-works#badges
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The Game Changer project is using this approach with young people from 14 years old and those who are Not in Education, 
Employment or Training (NEET), or at risk of becoming NEET, and the experience to date has been positive. The gamification of 
achievement of skills is reported by delivery staff to be attractive and engaging to the young people participating. 

2.1.3 Multiple and complex needs

While the majority of BBO participants present with a number of barriers preventing their progression towards employment, 
several projects within the BBO programme are specifically seeking to support individuals with multiple and complex needs. 
Effective practice in the BBO programme to support these individuals largely echoes the emerging findings from the evaluation of 
the Fund’s Fulfilling Lives Multiple and Complex Needs programme.10

In particular, the navigation process11 is common across BBO projects. The Opportunity and Change project operating in 
Nottingham and supporting individuals with multiple and complex needs – including combinations of substance misuse, repeat 
offending, mental ill-health, domestic abuse and homelessness – assigns each participant a Personal Navigator who supports them 
to achieve their goals in partnership with existing support agencies. The Positive People project in Cornwall similarly matches 
disadvantaged participants with multiple barriers with a Change Coach to provide individualised support. Such examples again 
highlight the key role of individual support delivered by key workers, with the significance of this being even more acute when 
those supported have multiple and complex needs and require a comprehensive support package.

While many delivery organisations were well prepared to deliver support to those with multiple needs, there is evidence that the 
experience of delivering support to participants with such a range of needs has further enhanced organisations’ reputations and 
the skill set of their delivery staff. As one grant holder representative commented:

“We are the first port of call when referrers have individuals with complex needs who 
need ETE support. our caseworkers have become much more multi-disciplinary, which is 
amazing to watch.”  
(Grant holder survey respondent)

Peer involvement is also a feature of BBO projects that are supporting participants with multiple and complex needs. Commonly, 
projects instituted a peer mentor role to provide additional support and befriending activity, alongside the professional support 
accessed. This was the case with the peer research project developed within Moving on Tyne and Wear (MOTW), led by partner 
Changing Lives. MOTW aimed to identify the barriers to employment for drug and alcohol users, and those in recovery from 
addiction, by undertaking peer research. The project created three paid peer researcher posts for people who had received 
support , leading to the creation of a report in May 2019.12 The launch of the report was attended by local strategic stakeholders 
and project stakeholders hope that it will influence practice in other provision. Indeed, one external organisation has asked that 
the peer researchers present their findings to their delivery teams, and Changing Lives is taking forward a peer mentoring model 
in other programmes they deliver after the report flagged the value of such a model. Evidence from the participant survey further 
illustrates the positive outcomes for participants with drug and alcohol issues:

“My quality of life as improved, I am not drinking now, I am more positive about  
the future.”  
(Participant)

“I am not drinking now, I am in recovery, so although I am not there yet, I feel that my 
wellbeing has improved.”  
(Participant)

10 www.fulfillinglivesevaluation.org
11 Referral and care pathways for those with multiple and complex needs often involve multiple organisations; support is provided to identify relevant services, 

negotiate and organise access and advocate where necessary.
12 The report is available here: motw.org.uk/what-we-do/our-projects/peer-research-project-gateshead
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2.1.4 People in the lead

The Fund’s overall strategic framework focuses on putting people in the lead (PITL).13 Participant involvement is central to BBO 
project delivery, with participants encouraged to play a central role in developing their own action plan. Beyond this, however, 
there are many examples where PITL is evident in BBO delivery through participants taking an active role in project delivery.14

The importance of being involved in choosing content can be seen in the work of RISE (Refugees Into Sustainable Employment). 
Their local evaluation found that where sessions offered bespoke 1:1 support, or where participants were given the opportunity 
to suggest discussion topics (such as attending a GP appointment or preparing for a specific job interview), there was increased 
attendance and popularity. In other examples, participants who are more advanced in their support journey, or have recently 
exited the programme, are supporting the delivery of sessions or in some cases leading groups. At Step Forward Tees Valley, 
Ambassadors have helped deliver and co-ordinate some of the project’s group activity. From the project’s perspective, this has 
proved successful as the Ambassadors are able to more easily build a rapport with participants and motivate people through their 
own stories. Similarly, within the Who Dares Works project, participants are leading groups including a community garden group 
and a ‘socialising’ group.

Peer support systems are also in place across a number of BBO projects. In the Better Off Finance project, participants who have 
been on the project have the chance to become a Money Mentor. Training is available in areas including being a community-based 
money mentor, being a savvy consumer and supporting Universal Credit claimants. The idea is that once participants have taken 
part in the course, they will go on to help other people with financial advice and support. It was also reported that volunteer peer 
mentors are proving vital to the success of Local Learning Perspective project.

Lastly, participants are commonly involved in helping to promote projects and communicate their benefits. At New Leaf, Community 
Energisers have used their own stories about their personal BBO journeys to help recruit others, for example by speaking at 
information days, attending events at community venues, and talking to potential future participants on a 1:1 basis. Similarly, 
ambassadors at Who Dares Works are responsible for the marketing and promotion of the project including making short films.

2.1.5 Supporting communities to thrive

A key purpose of the Fund is that it supports communities to thrive by using funding to help create stronger, more connected 
communities.15 While the BBO programme aims to offer support to individuals rather than communities, there are examples where 
the activity of individuals, or groups of BBO participants, facilitated by BBO projects are benefiting communities. 

The Positive People projects operating across several locations in the South West each have outcome targets relating to 
increasing participant involvement in their community and increasing levels of physical activity. They have identified local 
opportunities for participants to achieve those outcomes, whilst making a positive contribution to the local environment. Activities 
include litter picks or beach cleaning days, conservation activities such as tree planting and helping older people to look after their 
gardens. These activities increase community involvement for participants and increase their physical activity to improve fitness 
and mental health, as well as learning new skills. Other volunteering opportunities offered by the projects include supporting and 
befriending elderly isolated people.

Tangible examples of community benefit were also given by those consulted for the evaluation in terms of volunteering activities 
facilitated through BBO leading to improvements to community facilities. For example, Who Dares Works provides opportunities 
for participants to gain practical and work related skills through its ‘Who Dares Builds’ scheme. Where appropriate, the partner 
leading this scheme uses the opportunity to provide volunteering support to local organisations. For example, participants have 
helped with conservation work at a local community farm.

13 The Fund Strategic Framework, available from: tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/about/strategic-framework
14 Further examples are presented in Ecorys (2019) Participant Involvement Learning Paper
15 The Fund Strategic Framework, available from: tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/about/strategic-framework
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2.1.6 Extending projects

The extended period of delivery granted to a significant number of BBO projects provides a further period in which to test ‘what 
works’, along with providing an opportunity for the programme to support greater numbers of participants. 

Some project representatives cited, in particular, that they viewed the extension period as a positive opportunity to refine project 
delivery. Results from the recent survey of grant holders found that 45% of respondents reported that their projects were making 
some changes to the profile of activities, or delivery approaches, in the remaining delivery phase up to 2022. When asked about 
the nature of these changes in an open question, the 89 grant holders who responded to the survey16 reported a range of 
different elements that are being refined. These involved, for example, a change to more participant-centric delivery, reported by 
13 projects, improving or streamlining delivery (10 projects) and placing a greater emphasis on employment support (7 projects). 

Changing partnership profiles have been a feature across the BBO delivery period to date, and projects reported changes in 
such profiles for the extension phase. In total, 68 of the 89 grant holder respondents reported a change in partnerships since 
the original application and around a fifth of these (14 projects) reported a change in partnership profiles in preparation for the 
extension phase. 

In one consultation with a grant holder, it was reported that while the project was receiving additional funding, this was lower on a 
monthly basis than in the previous phase, resulting in some difficult decisions about cutting the number of partners and the size of 
delivery teams:

“The extension is very much needed but the reduction in funding is a challenge.”  
(Grant holder) 

One other project dealt with the reduction in funding by refocusing on a geographical basis, while another reported that reduced 
budgets in phase two would lead to more limited direct expenditure on participants.

It was clear that, for some projects, changes planned for the extension phase were performance driven. For example, 
representatives of several projects reported that they would be refining delivery to facilitate a greater focus on achieving 
engagement and results targets. For some, this was noted as involving refinements to delivery approaches and/or a focus on 
activity to target particular groups in the extension phase. For instance, one project reported adapting delivery to engage more 
economically inactive participants so as to ensure they are able to achieve targets for this group. This will involve an emphasis on 
exiting them into job search through shorter interventions, ensuring that they are able to job search and apply for roles once they 
are in a position to do so, for example when their health improves or they no longer have caring responsibilities. 

More generally, across many projects enhanced work towards achieving employment related results during the extension phase 
was apparent; as one project representative reported:

“We are putting in place new employment workshops for staff, more information on 
employment services, revised participant action plans/ assessment of need  
re employment support.”  
(Grant holder)

Others were examining the geographical reach or focus of their project. For example Include-IT reported that they would be 
relaxing the priority ward boundaries originally targeted for the extension phase. 

On a related theme, one project reported that they will now give additional consideration to when or if it’s an appropriate time 
for a participant to join the BBO project, thinking about participants’ likelihood of progressing towards employment within the 
available timescale. The example given was potentially not engaging parents with pre-school age children who are less likely to be 
in a position to look for work until their children are at nursery or school, at a point beyond the end of the BBO delivery.

16 Of the 256 responses to the survey, 89 were grant holders and 170 partners. There were sections of the survey asked only to grant holders or partners so smaller 
sample sizes are reported in places.

11

https://includeitmersey.org.uk/


Those projects that had performed better to this point in delivery were looking at enhancements to delivery in the extension 
phase, as this respondent suggests:

“We will be focusing more on the quality of delivery rather than targets as most of them 
have already been exceeded.”  
(Grant holder)

One further common area reported concerning planned changes or enhancements in the extension phase involved focusing on the 
‘participant pathway’ to address issues where participants are not moving forwards with their goals, or where there is a dependency 
on the project developing. Working Together for Work, for example, have planned to introduce support interventions to 
participants with a fixed time period, but with flexibility if needed, to avoid the dependency that can happen with open ended support:

“We are looking at doing things a bit differently for the extension – looking at explaining 
it as 6 months intensive support at the outset. So, the idea is 6 months of intensive 
support will provide more focus.”  
(Project evaluation report)

2.2 Project responses to COVID-19

From March 2020, the UK experienced an upturn in the coronavirus disease pandemic and was subject to lockdown measures to 
limit the spread of the virus. The Fund continued to honour its funding commitments during this time, seeking to provide increased 
flexibility in respect of existing grants; as such, BBO delivery has continued. 

Understandably, BBO projects have had to make adaptations in terms of the focus of their support and/or the mechanisms 
being used. Through conversations with grant holders at the time of the crisis, or through information shared with the Fund by 
grant holders, it is possible to give some insight into how projects have adapted to continue to support people and communities. 
While not a comprehensive assessment across the whole of the BBO programme, the examples provide important learning on 
how frontline grant holders can effectively respond to the current context, and any future crisis situations, in terms of delivering 
support and potentially helping support recovery.

2.2.1 Communication 

One immediate and common activity across projects was communication. Projects commonly posted updates on their 
websites or social media channels at the start of the crisis to give timely and reassuring messaging. The main message in these 
communications was that the projects were still open, accepting referrals and available to support participants. These messages 
were most commonly put out on social media or added to project websites, as this example from Accelerate illustrates:
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In other projects, there were more targeted stakeholder communications. The Humber Learning Consortium, which leads 
Exploring Opportunities, launched a weekly e-bulletin for all its partners and stakeholders. In the first edition it focused on 
providing updates from funders on particular contracts. For BBO, this included a link to the Fund statement issued in relation to 
COVID-19 and reassurance that the funding model for BBO, with payment in advance, would allow partners to continue to deliver. 

Likewise, the Headsup project planned a series of emergency communications, including specific messages for their referral 
organisations and stakeholders. The main message was to inform stakeholders that they are still able to refer participants but also 
that the project is willing to collaborate on any joint activity that may support current or future participants.

Across the board, BBO projects quickly released communications targeting participants, mostly through their social media 
channels or email bulletins or newsletters. These messages typically had similar core messages to those for stakeholders, offering 
reassurance to participants that projects were still operating and how they are adapting to allow participants to still receive 
support. The newsletter sent out by Reaching Out Across Durham to its participants is illustrative of these communications. 
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Key learning on supporting young people 

• To conduct engagement remotely you can’t assume all young people have access to 
technology. Some may not engage with technology, while others may be limited by not having 
internet access, sufficient data or their own equipment.

• Now young people are at home due to lockdown, there may be a need to put support around 
the household not just the young person themselves.

• In choosing platforms to engage young people virtually, consideration should be given to the 
safeguarding aspects and how different platforms support or undermine safeguarding e.g. no 
capability to record conversations.

• Training is likely needed, both for staff on what it means for them for broadcasting from their 
own homes but also for young people on how to stay safe online.

2.2.2 Supporting partners and stakeholders

Real Ideas Organisation, meanwhile, which leads Game Changer, has sought to support its stakeholders and partners through a 
series of webinars entitled ‘Business in Extraordinary Times.’ One looked at support for young people, exploring how organisations 
that support young people and adults are responding and adapting to the crises. Staff from the Game Changer project sat on the 
webinar panel, contributing key learning and best practice whilst also discussing new opportunities that are being considered in 
order to continue to support vulnerable people during unprecedented times. One of the webinar slides is included below.

Source: Business in Extraordinary Times webinar, broadcast on 16th April 2020

2.2.3 Supporting participants

Following the initial communications, typically projects then repurposed their social media feeds to be less about promoting what 
they do as an engagement or recruitment tool, and more about signposting participants to support or a mechanism for directly 
delivering support to participants. With face to face delivery of support largely not possible within the restrictions put in place in 
late March 2020, projects have had to adapt the way there are in contact with participants. Commonly this has involved swapping 
to the use of telephone calls, emails, online messaging or video calls to maintain in contact in terms of one-to-one support 
delivered by mentors or key workers. 

14

https://realideas.org/game-changer/
https://www.gotostage.com/channel/0f4bb11ab5be4e99b10634c681979972


In the main, the above approaches were reported as working well, and projects are reporting success in the levels of engagement 
they are maintaining. There has, however, been some learning in how structured or otherwise this support has been and can be. 
For example, some participants have welcomed more frequent contact at a specified time, while others prefer being in receipt of 
more light touch support as and when required. The successful shift to virtual methods of one-to-one contact has allowed a range 
of support to continue to be delivered across projects, including mental health support and money advice, all of which can more 
easily be transferred to an alternative mechanism for delivery. 

In the case of money advice, projects reported delivering this type of provision both by telephone and video call, noting that it was 
generally well received by participants.  In some cases, however, shorter sessions are typically now being delivered compared to 
the previous face-face-sessions with the focus typically on immediate financial needs as this was the key concern of participants.  
Delivery staff also reported they virtual sessions are on occasion more challenging as they don’t have the benefit of access to 
paperwork that participants often bought along to appointments previously. 

Where projects previously delivered group-based support or training, this has been done in varying ways and in some cases has 
been more difficult to translate into alternative modes. New Leaf reported initially to have continued their group support through 
the use of workbooks, completed independently by participants followed up with telephone calls. They are now looking at the 
use of Facebook Live as a way to deliver real time sessions with the ability for more interaction. Game Changer has successfully 
delivered group sessions for a small number of young people using the GoToMeeting platform. In the early stages of the pandemic, 
the project undertook an audit of their participants’ situations to identify whether the young people they support had access to 
technology to enable them to engage. This resulted in the purchase of a number of devices for those without access. 

Projects commonly reported there has been a strong emphasis on mental health and wellbeing themed support, recognising the 
increased need for support to help participants who are particularly vulnerable during a time of heightened anxiety and isolation. 
Lots More to Offer, which supports over 45s, for example, reported that the shift from face to face meetings to online and phone 
support has resulted in more pastoral support to keep participants engaged and support their wellbeing more generally. Projects 
reported this was particularly important currently as many participants cannot access their usual support network.

The focus on wellbeing is also evident in the range of activities and information being shared by projects on their social media 
channels or delivered directly to participants. Projects have typically focused on activities that allow participants to develop skills at 
home. For example, several projects have produced filmed versions of activities and uploaded them to YouTube or Facebook for 
participants to watch. These activities commonly include fitness, cooking, art or crafting, or gardening, all of which have a wellbeing 
focus. Some projects have a structured approach, for example Game Changer has a specific timetable of activities which their 
young people can join, while other projects are posting periodic activities. Other projects are also seeking share the range of 
activities and information being developed by their partners or other organisations locally and nationally. For instance, Humber 
Learning Consortium, which leads the Exploring Opportunities project, has collated a list of resources for online learning and help, 
which it has shared through social media to participants and stakeholders.
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2.2.4 Delivering employment support

In general, employment opportunities have been limited in the current period, so projects have typically placed less emphasis 
on delivering employment related support and have focused on keeping in touch with participants and focusing on wellbeing or 
the development of other skills. Nonetheless, there are some examples of employability support continuing, or being adapted, 
recognising that some participants may still want to work. New Leaf, for example, has been active on social media in keeping 
participants informed of potential opportunities in key worker roles. Similarly, a partner in the Exploring Opportunities project 
has produced a series of short videos uploaded on their Facebook page, including one on CV tips. Other projects have sought 
to support participants to develop job related skills. Routes have adapted their approach by providing activity resources for 
participants relating to the employment field they have expressed an interest in. Two examples of this include providing seeds and 
some gardening equipment for a person interested in horticulture, whose volunteering placement at a garden centre has been 
postponed and providing some woodworking tools to a person whose college course in carpentry has been postponed. 

Game Changer, meanwhile, has launched a series of virtual work experiences for the young people on their project. This involves 
employers joining an online meeting and discussing aspects of their work, such as showing examples or discussing their workplace. 
Young people are then set remote tasks following the meeting. This is reported to have been well received and the project is 
hoping to continue to deliver this type of activity in the future, in particular as a way of addressing the transport issues in Cornwall 
which make young people accessing work experience more difficult.

While the above examples show that BBO projects have been highly adaptable in the current context, and have been committed 
in continuing to support participants, the responsive and flexible work undertaken by the BBO projects has not been without its 
challenges. Delivery organisations have been working with reduced staff numbers in some cases. Within BBO partnerships, there 
have also been some isolated instances of partners that have ceased trading, or others where the organisation has furloughed 
some or all of its staff under the Government’s Job Retention Scheme. Despite this, there is strong commitment across BBO 
projects to continue to provide support to participants. 

Finally, there are also examples of projects which, in the period of crisis, are offering support to their wider communities. For 
example, Real Ideas Organisation, the grant holder of the Game Changer project, is opening their offices for short periods once per 
week to allow community members to use IT equipment in the office. This was done in recognition of the reliance of many people 
in the community on libraries as a place to be able to access computers and the internet. Project staff report that this is commonly 
being used by individuals to apply for Universal Credit (UC).
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3.0 Programme achievements  
and outcomes 

Evidence is emerging across all strands of the BBO evaluation concerning the achievements of the programme. This includes those 
at a participant level, as well as for delivery organisations. 

Key findings

• BBO projects have engaged 89,969 participants up to June 2019, meaning the programme has 
exceeded its participant numbers target for the period to the end of 2020.  The programme 
is continuing to reach some of the key target groups identified in the national ESF Operational 
Programme. The positive performance in terms of engaging participants with disabilities (currently 
49% of all participants engaged) is of particular note.

• A total of 26,020 positive ESF results, covering employment outcomes, engaging in training and job 
search, have been achieved to date. 

• The programme has exceeded its target for participants entering employment, with 14% of all 
participants in employment on exit, a good result given the nature of the target groups supported 
by BBO. The employment gained by participants shows some permanency and security, with all 
participants who responded to the evaluation survey and reported being in employment having 
permanent roles, with only one participant being on a zero-hour contract.

• Wider outcomes for participants are being achieved. Just under three quarters of all participants 
responding the evaluation survey (74%) reported improved confidence, with just under half (46%) 
reporting improved wellbeing. This improved confidence was in turn reported to have led to 
increased motivation, improved self-esteem and reduced social isolation.

• Organisational capacity and knowledge emerged as key outcomes for grant holders and partners. 
Responding to the evaluation survey, 84% of grant holders reported that receiving BBO funding 
has helped their organisation’s capacity and 96% of partners now reported that their organisations 
were ‘knowledgeable’ or ‘very knowledgeable’ of complex funding , a 30% increase on their 
perceived position prior to applying to BBO.

• There is strong support for the role of VCSE organisations in the programme. The majority of grant 
holders (95%) agreed that their BBO project has been able to deliver specialist support by having VCSE 
organisations in the partnership, and a similar proportion (94%) agreed that that the involvement of 
VCSE organisations has allowed the project to engage the hardest to help target groups.
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3.1 BBO in numbers

Projects funded through BBO are required, as part of receipt of ESF funding, to record progress against several specific 
participant result indicators. These results relate to progress into or towards employment, specifically whether on leaving they 
are in employment, education, training, or job searching. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 overleaf outline the overall achievements of the 
programme in terms of engaging participants and the positive results achieved. While employment results are a key indicator for 
the programme, it is expected that participants will benefit more widely from the support they receive. Drawing additionally on the 
results of the BBO participant survey, which captures some of these wider changes for participants, the following sections examine 
the achievements of the programme to date, and what difference it is making for participants.

Figure 3.1 BBO engagement performance

Source: Programme data 
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Figure 3.2 BBO results performance (up to Q2 2019) 

Source: Programme data, up to Q2 2019, Participant follow up survey, base=136
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At the programme level, MI data up to June 2019 demonstrates that the programme has achieved 26,020 positive results in terms 
of the ESF indicators outlined above, making good progress against the programme targets. Table 3.1 summarises progress 
against key targets. While there are 9,272 participants who have exited the programme without recording one of these programme 
results, this should not suggest that such participants have failed to made progress or to achieve outcomes. Rather, the progress 
and outcomes they are likely to have achieved are not formally recorded at a programme level in terms of ESF results indicators.  
Such outcomes and destinations, beyond those captured by the formal ESF indicators, are examined further below in section 3.1.1.

Specifically, 12,266 participants are recorded as having moved into employment or self-employment, an overachievement of the 
total employment target for the programme. This means 14% of all BBO participants have entered employment at this stage 
of the programme. Given the nature of the target groups supported by BBO, and the distance many BBO participants are from 
employment, this can be considered a good result at this stage of the programme, albeit it is lower than the current employment 
rate of 23.7% for the ESF Programme in the UK as a whole.17 The BBO programme performance is therefore somewhat below the 
ESF average, although this is not unsurprising given the nature of the target groups supported by BBO and the distance many BBO 
participants are from employment. 

3.1.1 What has changed for participants?

Capturing the full achievements of the programme, in terms of supporting the progression of participants and wider changes for 
them, is not possible through the reporting of these results alone. For some participants, progressing towards employment will be, 
and is, as important as gaining a job, given their starting point. The results available from the participant survey provide evidence 
on the wider outcomes from the programme, as well as some additional evidence on the nature of the results.

17 Source: Country Summary Tables: United Kingdom. Some caution is needed with direct comparison between the current BBO and 2017 AIR results given the 
time lag involved in the latter.

Table 3.1 Participants results: targets versus actuals

Target Actual % of target

Number who move into education or 
training on leaving

12,090 9,764 81

Number who move into employment, 
including self-employment, on leaving

12,177 12,266 101

Number that were economically inactive 
move into job-searching on leaving

12,259 3,990 33

Total 36,526 26,020 71

Source: Programme data
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Analysis of the results for respondents who had exited support allows further analysis of the destinations of participants following 
support from the programme. Some 136 respondents from the total of 200 respondents to the follow up survey had exited the 
programme at the time of the survey; Figure 3.3 shows their destinations.

Some 44% of participants who have exited the programme reported that they were not working and claiming benefits. This should 
not necessarily be viewed as a purely negative outcome, given that this group incorporates participants who are now actively 
looking for work, having been economically inactive prior to the programme (i.e. those who would be marked as having achieved a 
job search result in the programme data). The survey findings do not allow the calculation of the conversion rate of economically 
inactive to unemployed but of these 44% or 60 of participants, 25 reported that they have applied for jobs or attended interviews 
since the end of the BBO support. Three quarters of these participants reported the support they received from the BBO project 
has been helpful in enabling them to do this.

Just under a third of the 136 respondents who had exited support (29% or 42 participants) were in employment or self-employment, 
a similar proportion evident from the analysis of the programme results data. The majority of these were working part-time (71%) 
and only one participant reported that they were on a zero-hour contract. There was a relatively even split between male and female 
participants and across the age categories with over 50’s, young people and over 25’s all securing employment. 

In terms of the sustainability and quality of jobs gained by BBO participants, 88% of those exiting the programme and in work 
reported having a permanent job at the time of the survey. This can be taken to represent a very positive indicator of the type of 
jobs participants are entering. Equally, some progression is evident, with 1 in 5 participants reporting that they had taken on higher 
skilled work since starting their job, and 1 in 7 reporting receiving a pay rise. 

Figure 3.3 Participant destinations after existing support 
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Source: Participant survey, base=136
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All except one participant reported that they have remained in the same job, suggesting some degree of sustainability and stability. 
Likewise, the majority (79%) believed they would be doing the same in 6 months’ time, suggesting a desire on their part to sustain 
the job. It is worth noting, however, that the survey interviews took place at varying points after exit and thus cannot be used as 
a robust measure of 26 weeks sustainability as per the result typically monitored in ESF programmes. The survey also took place 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting uncertainty in the economy, so it is likely if interviewed now participants may 
have less confidence in the sustainability of their employment in that current situation.

The nature and sector where BBO participants are securing employment is more difficult to assess, based on self-reported 
descriptions of the nature of the work done, but it appears a variety of roles have been secured by BBO participants as illustrated 
in Figure 3.4.

Responses to some of the open questions in the survey indicate that moving into employment has wider benefits for participants 
and their families. The financial security provided from paid employment came through particularly strongly in participants’ 
responses. However, it was equally clear that participants value the wider impacts of entering work, in terms of building a social 
network and the sense of independence and value this provides.

Figure 3.4 Key words reported by participants reporting the nature of  
work secured
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 The following quotes are illustrative of these themes:

“It has made a huge difference, I now have money, I can contribute to the family budget.”  
(Participant)

“For me it has built up my confidence and of course I am better off financially, I don’t 
have to worry so much about money.” 
(Participant)

“It has helped in every way; I feel that I am doing something worthwhile and it has 
obviously helped with my financial situation.”  
(Participant)

“It has made quite a lot of difference; it has made me more confident in myself and made 
me feel more valuable and independent.”  
(Participant)

“I think it helped me to get my confidence back and get back into a routine, which was 
good for my mental health and wellbeing.”  
(Participant)

“Definitely the extra income, but for me it was having a purpose, the opportunity to go 
out and meet people and to be a part of the community.”  
(Participant)

“It has made a massive impact on my life, finding a job, and working with new people, 
and making new friends.”  
(Participant)

The destinations of other participants who may not have secured employment are equally worthy of note, given the evidence of 
progression they provide. The participants who have moved into a volunteering role (11%), education or employment (7%) or a 
work placement (2%) all demonstrate positive outcomes which are common elements of a progression pathway towards work. 
This latter consideration was echoed in the sense that most participants in these groups felt that these outcomes will help them 
get a job in future. 

Volunteering, in particular, is a common activity used to support unemployed people towards employment, with this being a 
feature of many employment support programmes18 and wider evidence exists to support its use as a pathway to employment.19 
Of those reporting in the survey that they were doing volunteering, just over a third were aged over 50, supporting wider evidence 
that volunteering is a useful route for older workers to refresh skills. Volunteering is also known to bring many personal and social 
benefits, and this was also evident for BBO participants, as illustrated by this quote from a participant responding to the survey:

“I am working at the moment as a volunteer in my local community, which I enjoy very 
much, making some new friends along the way.”  
(Participant)

18 Kamerade, D et al (2014) Volunteering and employability: implications for policy and practice in Voluntary Sector Review
19 For example, NCVO (2014) Volunteering: a valuable pathway to employment
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Even for those still receiving support amongst survey respondents, there is some evidence of positive progression and a 
changed outlook. Of those still receiving support (64 out of the 200 respondents), just under two thirds reported that the help 
received will be helpful in getting a job. When asked to specify why it would help, 68% of this sub-group reported improved 
confidence and 56% improved motivation, while 61% reported having a better idea of career options and 49% reported that 
the support received would help with finding and applying for jobs. When these 64 participants were asked what they would be 
doing without the support offered by BBO projects, there is evidence that participants would not have made the same progress; 
specifically, 1 in 10 participants reported they would still be isolated at home and just over 1 in 5 reported they would be feeling 
low and lacking confidence.

3.1.2 Wider participant outcomes

The participant survey captured strong evidence of the wider outcomes for participants as a result of the support from BBO 
projects. Figure 3.5 highlights the range of improvements reported by participants who had exited support as a direct result of the 
support they received. Just under three quarters of these participants (74%) reported improved confidence, with just under half 
(46%) reporting improved wellbeing. 

Figure 3.5 Participant outcomes after existing support

Improved wellbeing is also evidenced by changes in average wellbeing scores recorded between the baseline and follow up 
surveys for 200 participants,20 changing from 22.6 to 23.6 using the short version of the Warwick Warwick-Edinburgh Mental 
Well-being Scale (SWEMWBS).21 The one point increase between the two points suggests there has been a meaningful change22 in 
the average mental wellbeing of BBO participants at the end of their support, resulting in an average which is comparable to the 
national population norms.23 

20 This analysis was conducted for 200 participants for whom responses at both points were available. 
21 WEMWBS is a scale which has been validated for the measurement of mental wellbeing developed.
22 Guidance suggests minimally important levels of change for SWEMWEBS are between 1 and 3 points:  

warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/using/howto/
23 Health Survey for England 2011 found a mean score of 23.6 using SWEMWEBS. No more recent data is available due to the use of different scales in later surveys.
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Across the 200 participants interviewed at follow up stage, just over half (51%) had an increase in their wellbeing scores echoing 
the level of self-reported improvements shown in Figure 3.5. For the remaining participants, 37% had a decrease in wellbeing and 
10% showed no change. Data from the open questions indicates that the decrease for some participants is due to a change in 
their circumstances, or a crisis situation, as they commented on this, but it is not possible to explore this further for all participants. 

Participants responding to the survey were asked to reflect on the improved confidence they had gained as a direct result of the 
support from the BBO and what difference that had made. Being able to apply for and undertake work or volunteer opportunities 
as a result of having increased confidence were most commonly reported, as illustrated by the following quotes: 

“I have started volunteering my skills to other people, through my improved 
confidence, which I gained from the project.”  
(Participant)

“I now have the confidence to be able to go to work, and hopefully improve my career 
prospects, the project helped me to have more confidence to be able to go back to work.”  
(Participant)

Amongst the 100 participants who reported improved confidence, other outcomes were reported as a result. These included 
‘feeling more purposeful or having increased motivation’ (41%), improved self-esteem (23%) and reduced social isolation (21%). The 
following quotes are typical of the responses received to the open question included on this theme:

“Well it has got me out and about a bit more and smiling a bit more often.”  
(Participant)

It has helped a lot really, I was virtually house bound before I started on the project, it 
has improved the quality of my life.”  
(Participant)

Other responses illustrate that participants are now feeling more purposeful in life and that increased confidence has encouraged 
them to think about how they would like to progress in the future:

“I was very low when I started on the project, but I am feeling more confident in myself, 
and although I am 66, I do not feel that I have finished with work yet. I would like to get 
another job.”  
(Participant)

“It has helped me to realise that I do want to work eventually, hopefully in the future I 
will be in a position to get a job and try to build my life up again.”  
(Participant)

3.1.3 What has changed for delivery organisations?

Over the course of the evaluation, strong evidence has emerged of the organisational outcomes for individual grant holders and 
delivery partners due to their participation in the BBO programme.24 These findings were further confirmed by the second survey 
of grant holders and partners, held between March and April 2020, wherein increased organisational capacity and knowledge 
emerged as key outcomes.

24 Ecorys (2019) Building Better Opportunities Evaluation: Annual Report 2019, Ecorys (2018) Building Better Opportunities Evaluation: Annual Report 2018
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Specifically, 84% of 170 partners and 76% of 89 grant holders agreed that their organisation’s delivery capacity has been 
strengthened by involvement in BBO delivery, as illustrated by these comments in response to open questions in the survey:

“Our capacity to support and engage the hardest to reach into educational outcomes 
has been raised significantly. We have developed a team experienced in engaging and 
supporting a client group that may not engage with a college normally.”  
(Partner)

“We developed a separate and substantial employability section of the organisation as 
a direct result of BBO.”  
(Grant holder)

Further organisational benefits are evident in terms of knowledge and capacity to manage complex funding. The majority of grant 
holders surveyed (84%) reported that receiving BBO funding has helped their organisation’s capacity to develop and manage 
complex projects. When asked directly about changes in knowledge of complex funding opportunities (such as ESF), 96% of 
partners now reported that their organisations were ‘knowledgeable’ or ‘very knowledgeable’, a 30% increase on their perceived 
position prior to applying to BBO.

This increased knowledge for both grant holders and partners has been accompanied by reported changes in processes and 
systems within organisations. Around two thirds of partner respondents to the survey (65%) and three quarters of grant holders 
(76%) reported that, as a result of BBO, their organisations have introduced or developed processes and systems which have had 
wider organisational benefit. This is illustrated by the following comment by one survey respondent:

“Our involvement in BBO has had a very positive impact on the organisation. It has 
strengthened its ability to develop a project from scratch and lead a partnership of 
organisations. Processes implemented in terms of audit, compliance and cross cutting 
themes (in particular sustainability) have been shared as best practise across the 
whole organisation.”  
(Grant holder)

In addition to the opportunities presented by BBO to develop internal processes, the external profile of organisations was also 
highlighted as an impact for organisations involved. The majority of both grant holder and partner organisations (84%) agreed that 
the profile of the organisation has been raised locally through involvement in BBO Partnerships. As this respondent highlights, the 
involvement in partnerships has also allowed their organisation to extend its reach geographically:

“The experience of inter-organisational partnership work has allowed our 
organisation to develop stronger and more effective collaborations that have 
achieved more impactful service over a broader geography.”  
(Partner)

Involvement in the BBO programme has also clearly provided a strong foundation for organisational development, with some 59% 
of all grant holder and partner respondents agreeing that their involvement in the BBO project has been important to sustain the 
organisation by providing financial resources:

“The BBO programme has provided a solid reliable fiscal stream, allowing us to be 
able to plan more effectively for the future.”  
(Grant holder)
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There is evidence that this has in turn helped grant holders be successful in securing further funding. Some 83% of grant holders 
reported that their organisation had applied for further funding and 86% agreed that the BBO experience had been important in 
their success with these funding applications. As two respondents commented:

“To be the lead on a successful BBO Project is proof that we are able to manage and deliver 
complex projects. This re-assures funders. We have a good reputation in our region.”  
(Grant holder)

“We have gained valuable experience in delivering BBO which has been drawn upon and 
used as examples of best practice when completing funding applications. The whole 
process of applying, implementing and delivering a programme as large as BBO has 
allowed our organisation to demonstrate its versatility and that it has the experience 
and infrastructure in place when bidding for new business. An example of this is an 
application being recently made for further ESF funding for a brand-new project.”  
(Grant holder)

Other responses to the survey suggested reputational capital was a positive outcome for grant holders and partners involved in 
the programme, both in respect of other delivery and devolved authorities. 

“We’ve definitely Improved links and our reputation with the Combined Authority and LEP.”  
(Grant holder)

“The success of our programme has raised the profile in a positive way for all 
organisations involved and it has strengthened working relationships and links across 
the whole LEP area.”  

(Partner)

3.2 The value of the BBO programme

The evaluation evidence allows the value of the BBO programme to be examined from a number of dimensions, encompassing 
value in respect of involving the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector, value for participants, and indications of 
the economic value BBO is likely to be generating. The following sub-sections consider these aspects in turn. 
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3.2.1 Value of the VCSE involvement

Grant holders and partners who responded to the evaluation survey provided strong support for the emphasis on involving VCSE 
organisations in the design of the BBO programme. The majority (95%) agreed that their BBO project has been able to deliver specialist 
support by having VCSE organisations in the partnership, and a similar proportion (94%) also agreed that that the involvement of VCSE 
organisations has allowed the project to engage the hardest to help target groups. A further 88% agreed that the geographical reach 
of the BBO project has been assisted by the involvement of VCSE organisations. Other positive aspects of VCSE involvement were 
identified. When asked in an open question, just under a third of respondents highlighted the sector specific expertise of the VCSE as 
being important, along with the ability of VCSE organisations to deliver a broad range of support to participants. 

While there are clearly positive outcomes achieved through the involvement of VCSEs in BBO delivery, there were isolated perceptions 
that the programme has, in the main, facilitated access for larger VCSE organisations, and that smaller VCSE organisations who are 
grant holders have found the programme more challenging. The following quote illustrates this minority concern: 

“BBO was badged as an opportunity for small VCSE to get a chance to deliver ESF but I 
wonder how successful that ambition has been, my experience is that it requires larger 
organisations with wider capacity to achieve this.”  
(Grant holder)

Looking more widely at the value of the programme from the perspective of grant holders and partners. There was near universal 
agreement (99% of all 256 respondents) that the programme and the individual projects were achieving success in engaging the 
genuinely hardest to help participants, as further illustrated by positive quotes from organisations involved:

“Our programme has been very successful and has demonstrated how a  
well-managed partnership can work closely with each other to deliver amazing results 
for participants. This has been the best support programme I have ever worked on, as 
finally something has been designed to focus on individual needs.”  
(Grant holder)

“We are really pleased to be involved as we have made a huge difference to the lives of 
vulnerable people who are struggling with their finances and many other complex issues.” 
(Partner)

Strong support (86% of 256 respondents) was also evident for the view that the support offered through the BBO programme is 
quite different to what else is available locally. As one survey respondent made clear: 

“The BBO programme has brought a genuinely different way of working that has 
enabled local organisations to work together collaboratively in new ways that could 
previously not have been achieved.”  
(Grant holder)
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3.2.2 Participant perceived value

For respondents who had exited support and were able to reflect back, nearly two thirds of this group of 136 participants surveyed 
(62%) could not highlight anything that they felt was unhelpful about the support received. When asked, in an open question, what 
aspects of the support were particularly helpful, responses varied, reflecting the likely differing experiences and types of support 
delivered by BBO projects. While particular types of support or activities were referenced, such as a helpful mentor (41%), or job 
search support (21%), there was also a focus on the pastoral aspects of support. Other helpful aspects included having someone 
to listen to them, reported by 26%, building confidence (25%) and the encouraging, accepting approach of the project (13%). The 
following participant quotes further illustrate this:

“Having someone to talk to was the best bit for me, mainly my mentor at the project, 
who was very understanding to my special needs.”  
(Participant)

“I think that it was just having someone who was focused on me and my needs.”  
(Participant)

“It was good to have someone to talk to, who understands my mental health issues, and 
listens to me, and tried to help my situation.”  
(Participant)

For the remaining 38% who reported some aspect of the help to be unhelpful, the issues raised included an insufficient period of 
support, courses not being particularly relevant or unavailability of specific courses that participants wanted to complete.

3.2.3 Economic value of the projects

The national evaluation of BBO did not attempt to assess the economic value of the programme or undertake a programme wide 
value for money assessment. The wide variety of intervention approaches makes it challenging to calculate this at a programme 
level. However, some local evaluations of BBO projects have included this dimension. A variety of assessment approaches have 
been taken locally and as such, while they are not directly comparable, they do serve to illustrate the potential value of the BBO 
support. It should be noted that the results presented here need to be treated with caution, and as indicative only, given that 
the reports and the economic methodologies deployed have not necessarily been peer reviewed and/or published in the public 
domain as yet.

A number of local evaluations followed a cost benefit assessment approach, calculating an overall monetary benefit based on 
a range of outcome areas. The scope of these assessments varied between projects. The Moving on Tyne and Wear local 
evaluation concluded that for every £1 spent on delivering the programme, £1.40 of benefits were generated. This included 
employment and training outcomes, as well as improvements in health and improved participant ability to deal with their own 
finances. Other evaluations had a narrower focus and looked at benefits in terms of economic savings for Government and other 
agencies. The cost benefit analysis undertaken for the Make Trax project found that for every £1 invested in the service, the 
average estimated benefit to the government and wider economy is £2.43. This is based on economic savings for the Government 
of the costs if a participant had remained as NEET and the loss of income to the individual participant. This evaluation did not 
include assessment of the value of the softer outcomes for participants or other social benefits. 
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Likewise, a number of projects have taken a Social Return on Investment approach in an attempt to assessing their wider social 
value. Include-IT approached this using wellbeing valuation techniques, resulting in an assessment that for every £1 invested in 
the programme £6.35 of social value has been created in terms self-confidence; better mental health and wellbeing; and reduced 
isolation. The social accounting methodology involved in SROI typically uses proxies for the value areas identified, which in some 
cases come from largely untested or unvalidated sources, so the assessments should be treated with some caution. 

An alternative approach used by other projects is to assess value by generating a unit cost per participant supported. To illustrate, 
the Reaching out Across Durham calculated their participant unit cost to be £3117. Direct benchmarks generated from other 
programmes against which to assess these calculations for BBO projects are fairly limited, and subject to issues of comparability. 
However, previous research by the Audit Office25 assessing employment programmes supporting disabled people into work 
suggests that this unit cost is comparable to others. The Work Choice programme, which is perhaps the nearest to BBO in terms of 
the participant profile from those assessed, was calculated as having a unit cost of £3800 per participant.

While direct comparison between these illustrative projects is not possible, the overall conclusion to be drawn from these 
examples is that in the main these BBO projects are generating positive economic value and showing comparable value to money 
compared to the evidence from similar programmes.

25 Audit Office (2019) Supporting Disabled People to Work.
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4.0 Concluding remarks  
and looking forward

The BBO programme is now into a second phase of delivery, with a high proportion of the projects initially funded agreeing an extended 
period of delivery, with most receiving additional funding. Projects have responded positively to the opportunity to extend and it has 
provided a focus for refinements and refocusing of project activity. In some cases, this is to address areas of underperformance, while 
for others the focus has been on expanding particularly successful aspects of the interventions or further enhancing the quality of the 
support they offer.

The latest verified MI data (up to June 2019) suggests that BBO projects are continuing to successfully engage participants, with over 
89,000 participants having joined the programme by mid-2019. The target for the programme was to work with 81,866 in the initial 
period so this target has therefore been exceeded. The profile of these participants suggests the programme is continuing to reach 
some of the key target groups identified in the national ESF Operational Programme. Of note is the particularly positive performance in 
terms of engaging participants with disabilities (currently 49% of all participants engaged). 

In terms of results and outcomes for participants, the programme continues to show a good level of performance. Programme data 
shows that 26,020 positive results have been achieved for those participants who have exited the programme, just under three quarters 
of the programme target. Positively, targets for employment results have been exceeded at this stage of delivery, with 12,266 participants 
in employment at exit, 101% of the programme target. Supporting data from the participant survey suggests that the employment 
gained by participants shows some permanency and security, with all participants who responded to the survey and reported being in 
employment  in permanent roles and only one participant on a zero-hour contract. Moving into employment clearly has wider benefits 
for participants and their families beyond the financial security provided. Building a social network and the sense of independence and 
value from working are highly valued by participants.

Beyond what the ESF data reveals, and for those who have not achieved a direct employment result, a range of wider outcomes, 
progression and other changes that participants are experiencing as a result of BBO support are clearly evident. For those who have 
exited the programme but are not into employment as yet, their reported participation in volunteering or education and training at 
the end of their support shows positive progression steps. Even for those still receiving support there is some evidence of positive 
progression and a changed outlook. Participants typically felt that the support received will, in time, help them move into employment, as 
a result of providing them with confidence and skills to make the progression. Across all participants, whether in employment or not at 
this stage, improvements achieved in respect of soft outcomes, such as improved confidence and wellbeing, emerge particularly strongly 
from the evaluation evidence. Around three-quarters of participants (74%) reported improved confidence, with just under half (46%) 
reporting improved wellbeing. 

It is necessary to note however, that the current COVID-19 pandemic may potentially present challenges to the future delivery of BBO 
and the profile of results and outcomes achieved in the next phase of delivery. It is likely that projects will need to make continued 
adaptations depending on the nature and length of any future lockdown restrictions. However, early evidence strongly illustrates how 
projects have successfully adapted to continue to provide support to participants through virtual means during the initial lockdown 
period, giving confidence that BBO projects will continue to be a source of support for participants through the Covid-19 pandemic. In 
some cases, the period has allowed for successful testing of alternative formats, such as the Game Changer virtual work experience 
sessions for young people, that may even be continued beyond the current challenging context. It is even possible that the current crisis 
may enable projects to reach target groups that, to date, have been more challenging. The specific crisis support being offered for some 
groups, for example, emergency accommodation for homeless, may present opportunities for engagement.

The current crisis may, however, also impact on external factors which may generate challenges for projects. With the UK unemployment 
rate expected to increase as a result of the current crisis,26 it is possible that BBO projects may face increased demand, either in the 
short term consisting of those who lost jobs at the start of the crisis, evidenced by over two million new claims for benefits have been 
made since mid-March,27 or later in 2020 when potential job losses are felt when the Government Job Retention Scheme is likely to end. 

26 www.statista.com/statistics/1107870/uk-unemployment-forecast
27 resolutionfoundation.org/publications/the-economic-effects-of-coronavirus-in-the-uk

31

http://www.statista.com/statistics/1107870/uk-unemployment-forecast/
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/the-economic-effects-of-coronavirus-in-the-uk/


The impact of the resulting economic crisis may be more firmly felt in terms of projects’ ability to achieve employment results for 
the participants they are already supporting. Evidence is emerging suggesting that particular groups may be disproportionately 
affected, with many of the core target groups of the BBO programme identified as those most likely to be affected. For example, it 
is the assessment of the Youth Futures Foundation that young people are likely to be particularly affected by the economic impacts 
of the pandemic.28 While no explicit evidence exists, it is possible that those with long term health conditions may face further 
disadvantage in the labour market, given the increased likelihood of them being directly affected by the virus or needing to self - 
isolate for periods which may affect employers’ views of them as potential employees.

Research by the consultancy firm McKinsey29 suggests that nearly 80% of workers are facing job insecurity, with many of the 
sectors likely to be particularly affected being those in which BBO participants have commonly found employment. UK hospitality 
and retail sectors have already had around 46% of workers furloughed30 and the speed and degree of recovery for these sectors is 
unclear. In the short term at least, employment opportunities for some BBO participants are likely to be more limited, based what 
is known from the participant survey about the sectors and types of jobs participants are securing. The exception is in key worker 
roles, where employment opportunities continue to exist. This is illustrated by a slight increase in the number of vacancies posted 
on the Department for Work and Pensions’ Find a Job website31 since the beginning of March, driven entirely by jobs in the health 
sector and retail, warehousing and delivery. BBO projects may need to (re)focus their employer engagement activity or job search 
support to help BBO participants access these opportunities that do continue to exist. 

While there is much evidence that BBO projects have changed their delivery approaches since the outset in response to learning 
or wider developments, the current COVID-19 crisis has required projects to make much quicker and potentially more significant 
changes. It appears from the examples observed that a number of projects have managed to do this successfully, generating 
creative ways to support participants, some of which have the potential for continued use as the transition out of the current 
situation occurs.

28 employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/548_0.pdf
29 mckinsey.com/business-functions/risk/our-insights/covid-19-implications-for-business
30 theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/20/uk-workers-without-degrees-face-deeper-job-insecurity-amid-coronavirus-pandemic
31 resolutionfoundation.org/publications/the-economic-effects-of-coronavirus-in-the-uk

4.1 Next steps

With the BBO projects operating over an extended timescale and the programme continuing to 2023, the national evaluation 
is also continuing to ensure ongoing learning and evidence is captured for the full lifetime of the programme. This continued 
period of evaluation will also allow analysis of the how the projects adapt and perform in the period that the UK recovers from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The final work-plan is in the process of being agreed with the Fund, but the following strands of activity are 
planned which will allow expansion of the findings presented here:

• Further waves of a participant survey with a focus on exploring the sustainability of participant outcomes

• Additional qualitative project interviews to continue to explore various aspects of project level delivery

• A further grant holder and partner survey to capture change in BBO partnerships and the sustainability of provision

• Research with wider stakeholders (LEPs, local case studies) to assess how BBO fits in the landscape of other services, or local 
and national service delivery infrastructure

• Continued analysis of wider evidence sources including MI data and local evaluation reports

• Production of further learning papers, highlighting project activity and effective practice across a number of delivery themes.

All reports and resources generated from this activity will be available on the evaluation website in due course.
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