Supporting Families
in Difficulty
An external evaluation of Home-Start North
Somerset’s Big Lottery Fund project
providing home-visiting support to families.
Steve Allman | September 2015

Home-Start North Somerset
www.home-startnorthsomerset.org.uk | 01934 419396

Supporting Families in Difficulty

Contents
Executive Summary

3

Introduction

4

About the Evaluation

5

About Supporting Families in Difficulty

6

Outcome One

7

Outcome Two

9

Outcome Three

10

Volunteers' Top Tips

13

Partnerships

14

Challenges

15

Recommendations

16

Conclusion

17

Steve Allman | September 2015

2

Supporting Families in Difficulty

Executive Summary

Outcome 2:

Home-Start North Somerset is a registered charity which supports
families with a child under five across the whole of North Somerset.

The charity set out to support 200 vulnerable families to

improve parenting skills and enable their children to have better chances.
•

65% of families engaged in the evaluation report that Home-Start has
improved their parenting skills to at least some extent.

The charity provides practical help and support to approximately 57 families
per year by recruiting and training volunteers with parenting experience and
matching them with families faced with challenges including mental health
difficulties, disabilities or multiple births.

This report

externally evaluates the impact of this project by reviewing data and
evidence gathered by the charity and by engaging key stakeholders,
including families and volunteers, staff and trustees and external partners.
Outcome 1:

A third of parents (32%) feel their child(ren)’s life chances have improved.

•

81% of parents report Home-Start has enabled their child(ren) to access
new opportunities and 82% say it has had very high/high impact.

•

In 2011, Home-Start North Somerset was awarded a Big Lottery Fund grant
to support its work with families under three core outcomes.

•

The project aimed to support 200 vulnerable families to

reduce isolation, gain confidence and be active their local community.

87% say Home-Start has helped their children access the community.

Outcome 3:

The charity aimed to recruit 100 volunteers who would

actively contribute to strengthening their community.
•

123 volunteers were recruited by the end of Year Four.

•

75% rate their volunteering experience as “very good”.

•

80% of volunteers describe the training as “very good”.

•

83% of volunteers say their confidence has improved to a very large or
large extent and 50% of volunteers say they have developed new skills.

Based on the evidence presented by Home-Start North Somerset and
•

162 families were supported by the end year four, putting the project on

engagement with key stakeholders, the external evaluator believes the

course to meet the Big Lottery Fund target by the end of year five.

project has been successful in delivering the agreed outcomes.

•

88% of parents rate their volunteer as “very good” (the highest score).

•

80% of parents rate their experience of Home-Start as “very good”.

Sustaining this level of impact beyond the Big Lottery Fund grant is the main

•

82% of families say Home-Start has improved their confidence to some

challenge for the charity and the evaluator has made a number of

extent and 95% of families now feel less isolated to at least some extent.

recommendations, including developing a more visible strategy and

77% of families say Home-Start has enabled them to access their local

communicating this to key partners and stakeholders with a view to working

•

community to at least some extent.
Steve Allman | September 2015

in partnership to continue to support families in difficulty in North Somerset.
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In the Somerset seaside town
of Weston-super-Mare, on the

Introduction

corner of Selworthy Road and

Home-Start North Somerset recognises that being a parent, whatever

St Ives Road on the Bournville

your situation, can be a difficult time, especially when children are young.

estate, stand three donkeys
made of steel.
The life-sized sculptures, part
of an arts project by the south

The charity supports families with young children across a large district
spanning 144 square miles with a population of some 208,000 people living
in coastal towns such as Weston-super-Mare, Clevedon and Portishead and a
swathe of commuter towns and villages west of Bristol, such as Nailsea.

ward neighbourhood

From its modest offices in Weston-super-Mare the charity, which celebrated

management scheme, mark the

its 10th anniversary in 2015, supports families across the district who feel

route along which locals used

exhausted or overwhelmed by family life, or need additional support to cope

to lead the donkeys, weary
from a long summer working
on the beach, to the pastures,
where they fed and cared for them over winter as they rested
and regained their strength ready to face another summer.

with post-natal depression, illness, disability, isolation or multiple births.
Despite increasing demand for its services and the high levels of need
experienced by local families, Home-Start North Somerset has been hit
exceptionally hard by public sector cuts. The local authority, faced with its
own budget challenges, announced in 2011 that it could only support those
families with the highest levels of need in the district, leading to an influx of

Almost a century later, the area retains a strong culture of caring

referrals for the charity from families with mild to moderate needs but

for others, with local people volunteering their time to support

nowhere to go. There was some relief in 2011 when the charity successfully

local families in difficulty; parents who might experience low
confidence, unemployment, domestic abuse, illness or disability
and, not unlike the donkeys of yesteryear, just need a little
kindness from locals to help them rest and regain their strength.
Steve Allman | September 2015

applied for a Big Lottery Fund grant and was awarded £192,311 to sustain
and develop its vital services for local families for five years until March 2016.
Now in its fifth and final year, this report provides an external evaluation of
the project’s impact on families and makes recommendations for the future.
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About the Evaluation
Home-Start North Somerset commissioned this evaluation in May 2015

The evaluator has visited 16 parents in their own homes, conducted 9
interviews over the phone and received 3 submissions electronically.

and selected Steve Allman based on his experience of evaluating Big

In addition to engaging parents, the evaluator has sought the views of

Lottery Fund projects for other Home-Start schemes around the UK.

current volunteers and key stakeholders; 31 volunteers have responded to an
invitation to submit an online survey and 6 partners agencies, mostly

Trustees are mindful that the Big Lottery Fund grant ends in March 2016 and,
at the time of writing, the charity does not have sufficient alternative funds to
continue to support local families in need beyond that point in time.

referrers, have taken part in telephone interviews to contribute their views.
Staff and trustees have been engaged throughout the evaluation, taking part
in an evaluation workshop at Home-Start North Somerset to reflect on the

To this end, the board hoped that an external evaluation would provide an

project’s impact thus far and the evaluator was kindly invited to speak at the

objective view of the project’s impact by collating a wide range of views from

charity’s AGM in July; an inspiring event which was extremely well-attended

families, volunteers, staff and key partners and determine the project’s
successes, areas for improvement and potential opportunities for the future.

Literature Review
Home-Start North Somerset have submitted key documents and information
for review by the external evaluator, including Big Lottery Fund reports,
management committee reports and family data from MESH, Home-Start’s
national database which tracks outcomes and improvements in family life.
The literature review has concluded that the charity has robust reporting and
monitoring processes and a sound record of outcomes and achievements.

Engagement
During summer 2015, the evaluator engaged 28 parents who are currently

by families, children, volunteers, staff, trustees and partners and the late
Margaret Harrison, the founder of Home-Start UK.

About Home-Start UK
The Home-Start network consists of nearly 300 schemes and supports 32,000
families a year. There are certain benefits in being part of a national network,
but there is also a common misconception that schemes are centrally funded.
Home-Start North Somerset pays an annual affiliation fee to Home-Start UK
in return for support and, as an independently registered charity, staff and
trustees are fully responsible for fundraising and generating income streams.

supported, or had previously been supported, and were selected at random.

Steve Allman | September 2015
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About Supporting Families in Difficulty

Project Reach

Home-Start North Somerset designed Supporting Families in Difficulty as

The map below shows all families supported by the project during the first

a preventative project for families struggling to cope with family life.

four years and families supported in Year Five. As you can see, the core area
of support is focussed in an around Weston-super-Mare but the charity has

The project addresses the needs of families by using Home-Start’s successful

been effective in reaching out to families across all of North Somerset.

model of home-visiting support, with local people with parenting experience
recruited as volunteers and trained significantly to develop the ability to

(NB: a more detailed map can be provided by Home-Start upon request).

support families with a child under five in their own homes and communities.
The term “families in difficulty” relates to any number of needs or challenges
faced by families referred to Home-Start including a severe lack of
confidence or self-esteem, dealing with mental health issues or disability or
financial difficulties.

Whatever difficulties families may be experiencing,

Home-Start North Somerset works preventatively to provide support under
three core outcomes, which are:

1.

200 Vulnerable families will reduce their isolation, gain in
confidence and become more active in their local
community.

2.

200 vulnerable families will improve their parenting skills
and enable their children to have a better chance in life.

3.

100 volunteers will actively contribute to strengthening their
community.

Steve Allman | September 2015
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Outcome One: 200 vulnerable families will reduce
their isolation, gain in confidence and become
more active within their community.

Furthermore, 80% of parents surveyed report their overall experience of

On average, the project supports 57 families per year, with a number of

“In Weston, if you can’t get out and get to groups, you see

families supported across project years bringing the total number of new
families supported by the end of year four to 162, which puts the project
on course to reach its target by the end of year five.
The majority of families are referred to Home-Start North Somerset by a
professional agency, such as a Health Visitor, Social Worker or Family Support
Worker but the scheme has noticed an increasing number of families
referring themselves.
Once referred, project staff commence an assessment to identify the specific
needs of a new family, in addition to establishing the focus for support. New
families are matched with a volunteer based on their levels of training,
experience, locality or personality and families report that the project is good
at making the right match, and good at resolving matters on the rare

Home-Start as “very good” and the remaining 20% say that it’s “good” .

Reducing Isolation
lifelong friends slipping away and you feel lonely and isolated.”
Many parents supported by the project describe the early years of
parenthood as extremely isolating, with some becoming isolated as a result
of maternity leave, particularly when a partner is working, and others losing
contact with close friends who don’t have children.
95% of parents engaged in the evaluation say Home-Start North Somerset
has helped them feel less isolated and 100% of volunteers agreed that the
project has helped to reduce feelings of isolation for families to a large, or
very large, extent.

Gaining Confidence

occasion that the volunteer and family are not entirely compatible.
However, Home-Start North Somerset seems to get the right match more
often than not, with 88% of 25 parents surveyed rating their most recent
volunteer as “very good” and the remaining 12% saying they are “good”.

“I feel like a better parent because of Home-Start. I’m happier
and make more plans, which gives more to the children.”
Confidence is often perceived as a soft outcome, but parents engaged in the
evaluation describe the crippling effects of losing confidence, which can
impact on their parenting, relationships or prevent them leaving the house.

Steve Allman | September 2015
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82% of the 28 families interviewed feel that Supporting Families in Difficulty

me out of the house to a music class every week and my

has helped them to gain confidence to at least some extent, with the

confidence improved.”

remainder suggesting it wasn’t the main reason for their support. Crucially,
not one family interviewed suggests that it hasn’t helped them.

“Before Home-Start I thought I was a useless parent, I felt I was

Volunteers are able to help with specific needs too; one mum describes how
her volunteer helped her to research local groups for disabled children and
even took her to the first few sessions because she didn’t feel confident

getting it wrong but now I’m more confident in my gut feeling.”

about going on her own.

“I was being abused by my partner and we were breaking up. I

“Your friends disappear when you have a child with special

didn’t have any confidence, I didn't have any friends, I didn’t

needs. They’re going to baby groups and you’re off to medical

have anywhere to go.”

appointments and check ups and looking up things online. My
volunteer gave me some normality back and helped me cope.”

“Home-Start gave me someone to talk to and she encouraged
me to take the kids out, she even referred me to Citizens Advice

Accessing The Community

for legal advice.”
Families describe a number of ways in which the project has increased their
confidence; many don’t have extended family or friends close by and are
overcome by their parenting role, with no one to turn to.
Volunteers are able to offer practical help and advice based on their own
experience, in addition to their learning from Home-Start’s training.

“I was a nervous parent. My babies came early and I didn’t feel
prepared, I thought I was getting it all wrong. My volunteer got

Steve Allman | September 2015

“Without Home-Start, we wouldn’t have known about what’s
going on locally for children and families.

We wouldn’t have

accessed anything.”
The majority of parents engaged in the evaluation suggest they would like to
be more active within their community, but feel that emotional reasons or
practical reasons prevent them from doing so.
Emotionally, some parents feel unable to cope in the community and prefer
the security of their home whilst others, especially those with twins or triplets,
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are overwhelmed by the practical challenges of accessing the community
with more than one child.
77% of parents engaged in the evaluation feel that Home-Start has helped
them take part in their local community to some extent. Volunteers describe

Outcome Two: Vulnerable families will improve
their parenting skills and enable their children to
have a better chance in life.

supporting families to attend a range of appointments, including mental
health reviews, doctors appointments, CAF and TAC meetings, benefit
reviews and some have even supported families to access a local food bank.

Improving Parenting Skills

Families with disabled children and families with multiple children, in

“I was a nervous parent and, when my twins came early, I was

particular, report that the project had been essential in helping them access

forever questioning myself and whether I was doing the right

the community.

thing. Home-Start gave me a lot more confidence in my ability

One mum says was inspired to set up her own group for

twins and triplets, Twins and More, following her Home-Start support. The
group continues to this day and has around 60 children attending.

“It felt impossible to leave the house with three children but
Home-Start helped us get involved in a local music group.”

as a parent.”
Parenting skills can be a difficult outcome to measure and a relatively
sensitive area of discussion; few parents admit to a lack of parenting skills and
many parents with excellent parenting skills often don’t recognise their own
abilities, owing to a lack of self-esteem or lack of confidence.
65% of parents engaged in the evaluation report that Home-Start has
improved their parenting skills to at least some extent.

In most cases,

parents feel skilled by their volunteers, who not only pass on their own skills
and experiences but also share skills from an extensive range of courses
attended, including First Aid, Safeguarding, Makaton and Mental Health.
Parents describe other ways in which volunteers have improved their
parenting skills; one mum has been struggling financially and her volunteer
Steve Allman | September 2015
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has helped her to devise a weekly shopping budget and list of staple foods
to help her prepare healthy meals for her children. Another mum says her
volunteer, a former nursery teacher, has taught her the real benefits of play
and feels that her son is now much calmer and happier as a result.

Better Chances for Children
Rather like parenting skills, parents can sometimes feel a little uncomfortable
discussing life chances as the majority know they are giving their child the
best chances in life, despite any challenges they may face.
Furthermore, it’s difficult to establish the baseline to measure improved life
chances, so parents were asked about any opportunities their children have
had which they, in all likelihood, would not have had without support from
the project.
Asked to what extent the project enables their child(ren) to have better
chances in life, a quarter of parents (23%) do not feel it’s applicable. Just
over a third of parents (32%) feel it’s to a high or very high extent and the
majority (36%) say their children’s life chances were improved to some extent.

Outcome Three: Volunteers will actively contribute
to strengthening their community.
Home-Start North Somerset’s team of dedicated volunteers truly are the
backbone of Supporting Families in Difficulty; the charity’s home-visiting
support depends entirely on volunteers from the local community
stepping forward to support local families in need.
123 local people have been engaged in the project by the end of year four,
with 79 new volunteers recruited since it began, putting the charity on course
to meet its project outcomes by Year Five.
31 volunteers have engaged in the evaluation by completing an online survey
and the findings strongly suggest that the project is successful in enabling
volunteers to actively contribute to strengthening their community:

75% of volunteers rate their overall experience of volunteering as
“very good”, the highest score, and 25% rate is as “good”.

82% of parents feel that Home-Start has a high impact, or very high impact,

Recruitment

on their child(ren); 81% of parents report that their child has experienced new

People volunteering on the project bring a range of skills and experiences.

opportunities to a high or very high extent and 87% report that the project

Whilst this evaluation did not include a detailed analysis of volunteer

has helped their child access community activities to some extent, perhaps

demographics, we know the majority of volunteers are women, many have

suggesting that tangible changes are perhaps a little easier to measure.

retired, some from relevant professions such as teaching or the NHS, and all

Steve Allman | September 2015
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home visiting volunteers have personal experience of parenting to offer

Volunteers are also offered additional training in a range of topics including

others.

Positive Play, Autism, Positive Steps (Mental Health) and Domestic Abuse.

Home-Start North Somerset has developed close links with local agencies

The evaluation finds that Home-Start North Somerset had taken extra steps

which advertise volunteering opportunities and has had some success from

to meet specific needs of parents, such as training four volunteers in Mental

advertising volunteering opportunities in the local press, although a number

Health First Aid to enable them to successfully support a specific family.

of new volunteers find out about the charity through word of mouth locally.

“I supported a lady with pre-existing depression and post-natal
Funding from the Big Lottery Fund has enabled the charity to develop new
methods of working, such as introducing a screening call for potential
volunteers to ensure their suitability and availability before investing time and
resources in their training. 77% of volunteers describe their experience of the
recruitment process as “very good” and 20% describe it as being “good”.

“At present I am helping a disabled Mum to gain confidence in
her ability to be independent which is making a big difference to
her, her child and therefore her relationship with her husband.
Taking her and her child out has opened up new horizons for
them and she always tells me what a big difference this makes.”

depression. She was a brilliant mother but didn’t know it. At the
end of support she was confident in her role and her child had
benefited too from her increased confidence.”

Benefits
In common with the evaluator’s experience of other Home-Start schemes,
volunteers tend to approach Home-Start because they feel they have
something to offer, rather than a desire to take away new skills.
Consequently, few volunteers engaged are career-minded or seeking to
develop skills, but volunteering can sometimes have unexpected benefits:
83% of volunteers surveyed report at least some improvement in their own

Training
Of the 31 volunteers surveyed, the overwhelmingly majority (80%) suggest
that the quality of training offered by Home-Start is very good. Home-Start
offers a thorough preparation course for new volunteers which includes
elements on child development, communication skills and safeguarding.

confidence and 50% agree to a very large, or large, extent that they have
developed new skills as a result of volunteering, primarily through training.
58% feel that volunteering has enabled them to contribute to their
community to a very large extent and 26% feel the same to a large extent. A
number of volunteers at retirement age welcome the opportunity to continue
to use skills developed over their career whilst, for some, volunteering has

Steve Allman | September 2015

11

Supporting Families in Difficulty
opened new opportunities; one secured employment in a local children’s
centre whilst another two are employed by the charity as paid administrators.

Project Outcomes
Volunteers engaged in the evaluation demonstrate a strong awareness of the
aims of Supporting Families in Difficulty and a genuine determination to
support families to achieve the project outcomes:
100% of volunteers feel the project helps families gain confidence; 52% to a
very large extent and 48% to a large extent. 73% feel the project enables
families to become active in their community to a very large or large extent
and 100% feel it reduces isolation for parents to a very large or large extent.
Volunteers also recognise the positive impact on children and families, with
90% suggesting the project has improved parenting skills and 83%
suggesting it’s improved children’s life chances to a very large or large extent.

“Mum struggled to see the bigger picture. The continuity of my
visits showed that I was not giving up on her, that I believed in
her, listening to her, helping her to believe in herself along with
practical parenting. She was a much more positive person with
strategies in place to get her to keep moving forward when my
time ended with her.

I have since found out she finished the

college course she was doing and is now in employment making
a better life for herself and her family.”
Steve Allman | September 2015
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Volunteers' Top Tips
We asked current volunteers their top tips for new or potential volunteers:

“Don’t set your expectations for your family too high as change

“Don’t blame yourself if your family does not engage straight
away and don’t get so involved that you forget to put your own

is very difficult and families are encouraged by the small things.”

family first.”

“It’s especially important not to judge and lots of

“Don’t be afraid to ask lots of questions of your trainer, even the

encouragement is required to increase the confidents of the
parents you’re helping.”
“Attend as much training as you can. Not only will you learn new
skills but you’ll meet other, more established, volunteers and
learn a lot from their volunteering experience too.”
“Learn the art of conversation to find common ground, without
talking too much about your own parenting experience which

silly ones, it’s what they’re there for and it puts your mind at ease.
“Take your lead from your family, let them set the pace.”
“It’s normal to feel apprehensive when meeting a family for the
first time. Remember they’re probably more apprehensive than
you so just relax and be yourself, you’ll do great.”
“It’s the visits that feel like you haven’t done anything at all when,

might make less confident parents feel inferior in some way.”

in all likelihood, you’ve done the most for your family.”

“Remember that you’re making a real difference to your family,

“Remember, you’re not the person who’s there to mend

even if you can’t see it straight away.”

whatever problems you encounter, you’re the person who’s there
to provide friendship and support during times of stress.

“Take a bag of goodies (puzzles, books, etc.) with you, especially
if your family has toddlers, to keep little hands busy.”

Steve Allman | September 2015
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“Home-Start are very good at finding out what a family needs

Partnerships
Home-Start North Somerset recognises it can’t be all things to all families
and has invested time and resources in nurturing a network of partner
agencies in the local area, who bring additional value to the project.

and matching a volunteer to suit. We’ve referred a number of
families with disabled children, including autism, Downs
Syndrome and cerebral palsy and Home-Start have always been
able to find the right volunteer to meet their specific needs.”
Chris, Portage Worker

The charity works in close partnership with North Somerset Council, with staff
frequently required to attend Team Around the Child (TAC) and Common
Assessment Framework (CAF) meetings, in addition to safeguarding reviews.

“No other service can provide the level of support in their own
homes that Home-Start can. If it wasn't for Home-Start, there

Working in partnership has not been without its challenges; when the local
authority announced in 2011 that, owing to budget cuts, it would focus
resources on 300 families with the highest levels of need, the charity received
a sharp influx of referrals from local families deemed “hard to reach” who
were unable to access services to support them with multiple needs.

would be a huge gap in the support available to local families.
They’re always professional, always friendly and always
determined to do whatever they can to help families cope.”
Emma, South Weston Children’s Centre

The

charity were proactive in meeting with the local authority to resolve this issue.

“They’re brilliant. A mum told me recently that she doesn’t know

Over the last four years, Home-Start North Somerset has been an active

how she would have survived without Home-Start.

member of Children’s Centres Partnership Boards and has worked alongside

families don’t have extended family nearby, some are new to the

professional colleagues from the Early Years and Childcare Service, Health

area with no friends; they wouldn’t get this support from

Visiting teams, local primary schools and the Family Information Service.

anyone.”

Staff have presented to various agencies, including the Drug and Alcohol
Team and the Health Visitor Forum, and this has been reciprocated by other
agencies engaging in volunteer training, such as the Mental Health Team,
Parentwise (parenting classes) and Citizens Advice Bureau. Partners engaged
in the evaluation report that the project has a real impact on families and,
crucially, suggest that there is no other comparable service in the district:
Steve Allman | September 2015

A lot of

Clare, Health Visitor

“I only receive positive comments from clients about Home-Start
with all clients finding them helpful and volunteers offering an
excellent service; reducing isolation and building confidence.”
Nicola, SCPHN Health Visitor, North Somerset Community Partnership
14
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Challenges

3. Matching Process

Few projects can be delivered without any challenges, particularly where

matching process could be improved, with some families waiting too long for

families are concerned due to their changing needs and circumstances.
Feedback about Supporting Families in Difficulty from families, volunteers

Feedback from partners is positive, but a small number of partners feel the
support in a small number of cases. Partners suggest this could be improved,
but also acknowledge that it’s sometimes down to volunteer availability.

and partners is overwhelmingly positive, but there are a small number of
challenges which trustees may like to consider in more detail at a later stage:
1. Families with High Support Needs
A recurring challenge for the project has been the steady flow of referrals for

4. Strategic Implementation & Communication (internal)
Home-Start North Somerset is mindful of its long-term strategy and
sustainability. It has a strategic plan and selected trustees and managers are
actively involved in attempting to raise long-term sustainable funds.

families with high support needs, primarily from local authority partners. The
charity does not receive any additional funds for this work and does not
always have the resources, or training, to support families with high support
needs, but might be in a better position to consider it if resources allowed.

However, there is some evidence to suggest this could be more closely linked
with day to day operations, such as communicating more regularly to staff
and volunteers as some have concerns about the security and sustainability
of the scheme, but are not always privy to the positive steps taken by the

2. Home-Start Policies & Procedures

management committee to attempt to move forwards.

A small number of families suggest Home-Start North Somerset is sometimes
a little too vigorous in its application of Home-Start UK policies and
procedures. Examples of this include parents feeling they cannot be trusted

5. Communication (External)
Improving marketing and communication is a common theme for the majority

to have independent contact with their volunteer, making it difficult to make

of Home-Start projects evaluated by Steve Allman, but the evaluation has

arrangements or rearrange visits if their child is ill and the office is closed.

identified two specific areas where Home-Start North Somerset could

Two families report feeling overwhelmed by the amount of paperwork
involved in setting up Home-Start support, with one mum feeling overassessed and over-evaluated and that, in her situation at least, the process of

improve; i) by increasing use of social media to reach out to families via
familiar channels and ii) by increasing profile amongst key local partners and
communicating current levels of referrals or area-specific recruitment activity;
at the time of writing the charity is making much progress in this area.

gaining support rather outweighed the purpose of receiving support.

Steve Allman | September 2015
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Recommendations
It’s clear from the evaluation that Home-Start North Somerset has been
effective in its delivery of the Supporting Families In Difficulty project and
has demonstrated robust delivery methods and quality control.
The evaluator cannot see any room for major improvements in delivery or
support, but offers the following recommendations for consideration by
Home-Start North Somerset as they seek to build upon the project’s success:

5. Open up potential funding opportunities by building on the successful
support of families experiencing specific needs, such as special
educational needs or multiple births by considering specific needs as
project outcomes in future delivery; e.g: mental health, disability, etc.
6. Communicate the uncertainty about the charity’s future to key partners
and stakeholders, using this evaluation to highlight the impact of the
project thus far, and be specific about the levels of support required.

1. Develop a shared sense of strategic direction for the charity as a whole,
building on successful impact thus far and engaging key stakeholders,
with particular consideration given to core aims and support required.
2. As part of the strategy, provide consistent, regular communication for key
stakeholders and partners; particularly where impact is concerned and
provide feedback about specific families, wherever possible.
3. Consider the application of Home-Start policies and procedures and
whether there is scope to apply some less stringently or adapt others to
become more “family friendly”; perhaps by placing more trust in families.
4. Determine what constitutes “high support needs” and the charity’s
position on the needs it can, and can’t, support and ensure this is clearly
communicated to partners, referrers and potential funders.

Steve Allman | September 2015

16

Supporting Families in Difficulty

Conclusion

There is strong evidence to suggest that the security of the Big Lottery Fund

Supporting Families in Difficulty and Big Lottery Fund support has

during this time the charity has been able to attract support from North

provided Home-Start North Somerset with a solid foundation on which to
develop its service to families and the charity certainly hasn't stood still.

grant in the last four years has instilled confidence in other funders and
Somerset Council, the Henry Smith Foundation, Lloyds TSB and the local
Primary Care Trust, albeit to smaller scale and it is unlikely these grants would
have been awarded without the security of the Big Lottery Fund grant.

Not only has Home-Start North Somerset delivered its core project outcomes
to support local families, it’s also utilised a period of relative security to reflect
on the most effective way to deliver its services and implement new learning.

Having just celebrated their 10th anniversary, Home-Start North
Somerset is relatively new in Home-Start terms and the evaluator is left
with a sense that they are only just getting started and, as far as

The charity has developed unique areas of good practice that are not typical

supporting families in difficulty is concerned, this is only the beginning.

of all Home-Start schemes, such as the Annual Conversation; an opportunity
to consult with volunteers, staff and other key stakeholders to evaluate
impact and inform future strategy and the development of new measures to

Steve Allman, Independent Evaluator, September 2015

improve quality of service, such as the introduction of a “Focus of Support”
form for families and specific training for volunteers in “The Value Of Play”.
In addition to Big Lottery Fund delivery, the charity has established a fund to
help families with urgent needs; such as buying a stair-gate or enabling them
to access children’s books again by paying off library fines. These areas of
good practice were prevalent in this evaluation but also in Home-Start UK’s
Quality Assurance assessment in Year Three which scored the charity 100%.
At the time of writing, the evaluator has serious concerns about the future
viability of the charity after Big Lottery Funding comes to an end in 2016,
particularly as demand for the service is already high and still increasing.

Steve Allman | September 2015
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About Home-Start North Somerset
Supporting Families in Difficulty is just one way in which Home-Start North
Somerset supports families with young children.

To find out more about

other ways in which Home-Start helps local families, or to find out about
volunteering opportunities or funding needs, please get in touch:

www.home-startnorthsomerset.org.uk | 01934 419396

About Steve Allman
Steve Allman is an independent evaluator with an extensive background in
children’s services, both at a strategic level and practitioner level working
directly with families.

He supports charities to evaluate and communicate

their impact and use it to develop sustainable strategies. He has a particular
interest in Home-Start, having worked with over 16 schemes around the UK.

www.steveallman.com | 01473 353600
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