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HeadStart is a five-year programme set up 
by Big Lottery Fund which aims to improve 
the mental wellbeing of 10 to 16 year olds and 
prevent serious mental health issues before they 
develop.

Using National Lottery funding, HeadStart 
partnerships in Blackpool, Cornwall, Hull, Kent, 
Newham and Wolverhampton are piloting new 
approaches to build young people’s emotional 
resilience.

A wide range of interventions are being trialled in 
schools and the community at each site. 

Dr Jessica Deighton at the Evidence Based 
Practice Unit (EBPU) is leading a consortium of 
partners to evaluate and share learning from 
HeadStart between 2016-23. 22 staff working on HeadStart at the six 

partnerships were interviewed by the Learning 
Team, led by Dr Emily Stapley, to understand the 
challenges they have faced so far in the delivering 
the HeadStart programme and solutions to these 
challenges.

Interviewees included the programme lead from 
each partnership and a range of school, digital, 
coproduction and project leads.

15 key challenges were identified. Seven of the 
most prevalent of these challenges, in terms of 
how many of the staff members spoke about them, 
are shown in the mindmap overleaf. 

The challenge identified by all was working with 
schools. This related to how to engage schools 
with the programme and how to maintain 
consistent programme implementation. 
Key solutions to this suggested by the staff 
members included encouraging ownership of the 
programme by schools, acknowledging that a 
‘one size fits all’ approach to programme delivery 
may not be feasible for schools, and keeping 
administrative burden on schools as low as 
possible.

The full report can be found on the HeadStart 
Learning Team page on www.ucl.ac.uk/ebpu

Partners include Common Room, The University 
of Manchester, the Child Outcomes Research 
Consortium (CORC) and LSE.

The team is using a mixture of questionnaire and 
interview methods. 

Young people complete questionnaires every 
year to help track changes in how they are feeling 
and behaving over time. Professionals provide 
information regularly about what is being offered. 

Professionals and young people take part in 
interviews annually to explore challenges and 
opportunities around delivery and what young 
people find helpful.

School interventions include whole school, year 
group and class level support, such as education 
around what mental health is and what to do when 
experiencing a mental health problem. 

Other interventions, such as one-to-one 
counselling sessions, are for particular groups of 
young people e.g. those who are at higher risk of 
developing a mental health problem.
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Learning from HeadStart

Find out more: 
www.annafreud.org/about-us/partnerships-collaborations/headstart

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-unit/docs/publication_files/HeadStart_Year_1_National_Qual_Eval_Findings
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Here we are saying let’s spend money and let’s 
do it creatively and let’s do it in a way that we 
believe will make a significant systems change 
difference . . . [yet] youth services have been 
decimated up and down the country.

Although some change is 
exciting, inevitably some people 
will feel worried by that change.

What I should have 
done was meet 
people as soon as the 
bid went in last year 
and started to have 
conversations with 
them and draft the 
commissioning plan.

A ‘one size 
fits all’ offer 
is not going 
to work.HeadStart is about implementing additional 

services, not about providing what we should 
be anyway as part of statutory services.

It’s a little bit like I’ve got this 
huge juggernaut and I’m trying 
to get it up to 90 miles per 
hour and I’ve just taken the 
handbrake off.
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The schools context (e.g. competing 
priorities - emotional wellbeing may 
not necessarily be high on the agenda)

 Working within a local authority 
context (e.g. lengthy processes)

The economic context (e.g. cuts to 
public services)

Geographical context 
resolutions (e.g. digital reach)

Economic context resolutions (e.g. 
not relying on services that may not be 
there in the future)

 Schools context resolutions 
(see ‘Working with schools’)

Risk to other services' existence

Risk of reinventing the wheel

Protection of HeadStart’s identity

Having a clear system for identification

Sharing resources with each other

Having clarity about HeadStart’s role

Linking up with and complementing existing 
services

Adding value to the existing system

Use of train the trainers models

Ensuring accountability of schools in 
terms of programme implementation

Thinking beyond the funding

Cuts to public services that the 
programme relies on

Lack of buy-in from key players

Laying the foundations for 
sustainability now

Providing evidence of impact

Working with the system around 
the child - school, community, and 
family

Ensuring that schools understand 
the programme

Lack of capacity within schools

Ensuring that schools adhere to 
the HeadStart ethos

Ensuring that schools prioritise 
HeadStart

Differing levels of school 
engagement

Differing levels of consistency in 
implementation between schools

Difficulties bringing schools on 
board

Ensuring effective identification 
of target groups within schools

Building good relationships 
with schools

Clarity and consistency in the 
approach

Flexibility of the approach 
with schools

Promotion of HeadStart

Encouraging ownership of the 
programme

Importance of senior 
leadership team buy-in
Encouraging sharing of 
learning and practice between 
schools
Ensuring fit between school 
and programme processes

Simplicity of the approach

Having regular communication 
with schools

Conveying the value of 
HeadStart to schools

Delivering a good pitch to schools and 
providers

Importance of getting processes in 
place early on in the programme

‘Red tape’ and bureaucracy

Difficulties forming relationships with 
schools

Lack of initial preparation due to 
uncertainty about winning the funding

Additional funding

Provision of support for staff

Pragmatism in terms of 
defining programme reach

Issues recruiting within the local authority

Increased scale of the programme

Lack of capacity within role

Not having enough time

The question of breadth versus depth in 
terms of programme delivery

Finding like-minded external providers

Managing working relationships 
with external providers

Overcoming data sharing hurdles

Having regular meetings and 
communication with providers

Delivery of supervision and training by 
external providers for an in-house team

The geographical context (e.g. 
rurality)
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