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Introduction

In 2016, Citizens Advice Wandsworth (CAW) and Wandsworth Community 
Empowerment Network (WCEN) were awarded a four year grant by the Big Lottery Fund 
(now known as The National Lottery  Community Fund) to deliver the Community 
Centred Help Through  Hardship Crisis project. The Big Lottery Fund’s Help Through 
Crisis programme acknowledged that 13 million people across the UK continued to 
experience poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2014) and over the last few years 
there had been a significant increase in situations where people have reached an 
emergency in relation to a lack of basic needs such as food, shelter, fuel and basic 
health and/or social care. The Big Lottery Fund wanted to fund projects that enabled 
people to access and navigate the services they need to address their immediate 
difficulty and help prevent it happening again by tackling the more underlying causes. 

To address these identified needs, CAW and WCEN are working in partnership with 
community, faith and social networks and groups to develop and deliver tailored, 
community-based advice and advocacy for people in Wandsworth facing hardship and 
crisis. In 2018, CAW commissioned independent consultant Robin Brady to conduct a 
mid-term evaluation. This mid-term evaluation report highlights results and successes of 
the project to date, challenges and lessons learned, and recommendations for the 
remainder of the project.
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Evaluation Approach

The mid-term evaluation was conducted between October 2018 and January 2019. A 
mixed methods participatory approach was used, framed by theory-based impact 
evaluation methods including Contribution Analysis, Process Tracing and Raynor’s 
Framework. The mid-term evaluation examined the impact to date of the four key areas 
of the project:

• Advice and advocacy support for individuals: CAW is providing advice to people facing 
hardship and crisis

• Advice First Aid / Assessor training and then referral into CAW: CAW has trained 5 
Cohorts of community volunteers in Advice First Aid. Some have gone on to undertake 
the six month Citizens Advice Assessor training, after which they are able to operate as 
Citizens Advice volunteers within the community; 

• Network Events / Conferences: CAW and WCEN organise events for partner 
organisations in the network. Network events can be themed around single issues, such 
as Universal Credit or the Homelessness Reduction Act, etc. Annual conferences are 
also organised, which report back to the network and other stakeholders directly on the 
performance of the project; and

•  Policy influencing: working with Wandsworth Council to identify the underlying issues 
that contribute to individuals in hardship slipping into crisis.

A group of Advice 
First Aiders and 
Assessors work 
through a PRA 
exercise with the 
evaluator
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There is evidence that Advice First Aid-trained community volunteers are signposting and 
supporting individuals themselves.

Results and Successes

Supporting individuals facing hardship and crisis

The project is successfully engaging with individuals facing hardship and crisis and is 
succeeding in addressing the short-term needs of these individuals. with longer-term 
results that could impact wellbeing beginning to emerge. For example: an older man 
known as ‘S’, with mental health difficulties, suspected learning difficulties, with no 
English or literacy in any known language was referred to CAW after being abandoned by 
his family.  By using a networked approach and working alongside its network partners, 
CAW has been able to address ‘S’ critical immediate needs and stabilise his 
medium-term situation, as the illustration below shows.

 we have signposted to various other organisations, including: Citizens Advice (Wandsworth and 
other boroughs); South West London Law Centre (SWLLC); Community Action for Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers (CARAS); South London Refugee Association (SLRA); HomeStart; Shelter, and 
various children’s centres. 

 – Little Village Partner Update, July 2018 
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Advice First Aid Training

The AFA training is the stand out success of the Help Through Hardship Crisis project to 
date. The model challenges previous notions of what it means to deliver advice to people 
in need and has resulted in advice skills been identified by participants as a useful, and 
in some cases an essential, ability to have.

Cohort 5 for the Advice 
First Aid training - having 
completed training

 She came to CAB for support with [her ESA claim] when it was suggested by a friend who 
works for … the Hope Atrium [a Hardship Crisis Network member].  

– Service User Case Study, Lewis Insight

Promoting voice of those experiencing hardship and crisis

The network events have been successful in amplifying the voice and experiences of 
individuals facing hardship and crisis.  Beneficiaries of the project have given  successful 
and impactful presentations and talks in these forums – which have been heard by a 
range of attendees including senior decision-makers. . These events also encouraged 
Wandsworth Council to explore the delivery of AFA training to some of its staff teams 
and councillors, which is an unexpected positive result.  

The annual network meetings have been recorded and highlights for the second annual 
conference can be viewed here.

https://youtu.be/NkZn3uW55lI
https://youtu.be/NkZn3uW55lI
https://youtu.be/NkZn3uW55lI
https://youtu.be/NkZn3uW55lI
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Developing Relationships between organisations and communities

CAW, through its relationship with WCEN and as a result of the project, has been able to 
increase the diversity of the referral agencies it works with. As a consequence, it has 
increased the diversity of both its team and the clients that it supports.  

 Taking a network approach to developing and delivering the Help Through Hardship Crisis project has 
resulted in CAW developing relations with a broader range of organisations. Some of these 
organisations were previously outside of CAW's scope of influence or engagement. Its relationship with 
WCEN has proven to be crucial to securing the participation of BAME groups and non-Christian groups 
that had previously not considered CAW as somewhere for them. 

- Outcome Harvesting Statement on the increase in diversity of people contacting CAW for advice and 
support 

WCEN has raised its own profile further and has challenged perceptions of the 
organisation as a niche organisation within the borough that only works with BAME 
organisations. Both organisations have had some influence on the ways of working of the 
other. 
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Flexibility

The project successes are down largely to 
a high degree of flexibility and adaptability 
amongst the project team, and the team’s 
willingness to discuss issues with their 
management teams and the project 
oversight panel, together with a rare 
willingness on the part of CAW and WCEN 
to engage and challenge each other and 
adapt as a result. 

CAW has been open about the internal 
changes it has needed to make  in order 
to adjust to the different ways of working 
of its network partners. CAW is clear 
about the positive impact changing some 
of its ways of working to accommodate 
community-based volunteers being 
trained, and making referrals into CAW,  
has had on its systems.  WCEN has 
a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t t h e p r o j e c t 
management rigour that CAW has brought 
to the project has been useful for them, 
and they have adapted some of their 
systems to benefit from this learning.  

Data Collection

Data co l l ec t i on f rom commun i t y 
volunteers trained as AFAs remains a 
challenge, and the project team has 
l imited informat ion on how many 
individuals are being helped directly or 
signposted across the network as a result.   
CAW and WCEN have learned that in 
order to successfully collect data with the 
AFA partners, the way a question is 
asked, the type of questions, as well as 

where and when the questions are asked 
are all necessary considerations. 

Supervision plays a role in data collection 
and as the group of trained AFAs 
increases and AFAs train to become 
assessors, they require more supervision 
in order to provide effective support as 
well as collect relevant data which 
provides a challenge in the longer term. 

Hardship Crisis Network and Advice 
First Aid Network

CAW and WCEN intended to develop two 
networks as part of the project: a network 
of community organisations and a 
network of community volunteers. At this 
point the two networks demonstrate 
different engagement levels.  The network 
of community organisations is not yet fully 
engaged and is a network in name only at 
this stage of the project. Network 
members are more likely to recall that the 
events put on for the network (mostly 
training or information events) was the 
sole activity of the network. This limited 
engagement may also be having an effect 
on the referral rates into the project team 
at CAW. CAW is aware that referral rates 
are not as high as expected and are 
working to address this through ongoing 
engagement with partners. Developing a 
sustainable network rather than one that 
simply endures for the project period is a 
challenge as many organisations are used 
to operating in their own unique way 
which affects their ability to engage more 
broadly in sharing learning and workloads. 

Challenges and Lessons Learned
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However, the network of community 
volunteers, the Advice First Aid Network, 
i s f u n c t i o n i n g b e t t e r t h a n t h e 
organisational network. AFA-trained 
community volunteers do develop links 
with those in their own training cohort. 
CAW has identified that it needs to do 
more to follow up with the AFAs to keep 
the network of community volunteers 
thriving. 

At the evaluation validation workshop, 
participants acknowledge peer-to-peer 
learning amongst AFAs would be a useful 
part of developing skills and expertise 
across the AFA network and having more 
than one person trained as an AFA in each 
organisation would be of value. 

 Participants also highlighted that it was 
important that partners needed to know 
the outcomes achieved for service users 
referred to the Hardship Crisis project.  
While the collaboration experience had 
been very positive, a clearer network 
identity was needed, together with an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f w h a t n e t w o r k 
membership meant. 

Advice in Communities

The part icipants in the val idation 
workshop on 29 January 2019 also put 
forward lessons learned from the project 
to date and highlighted that the term 
‘advice’ means different things for 
different groups while different community 
settings might have different needs.  This 
is important when considering the way 
AFAs m igh t be work ing i n the i r 
communities and the support they need to 
continue delivering the service in their 
communities.  Cross local authority issues 
n e e d e d t o b e c o n s i d e r e d t o 
accommodate those who live outside of 
the border of Wandsworth but access 
community support within the borough.   

Recommendations made by the mid-term evaluation follow on the next page.
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Recommendations

The mid-term evaluation report makes several recommendations, outlined below, under four 
headings. These recommendations are based on the findings of the mid-term evaluation and 
aim to enable CAW and WCEN to further develop and successfully implement the remainder of 
the Community Centred Help Through Hardship Crisis Project.

R1 Network Development: 

R1.1: The Hardship Crisis Network, led by CAW and WCEN, should review itself against the 
capacity areas outlined in Raynor's Framework and decide which it needs to improve to ensure 
that it grows to be a dynamic and sustainable network. 

R1.2: The Hardship Crisis Network should also review the collaboration matrix in Raynor's 
Framework and agree where it currently sits on the matrix and then where it would like to sit on 
the matrix. This will help to identify the level of effort and planning needed to develop the 
network further. 

R1.3: The Hardship Crisis Network should review the four network questions in Raynor's 
Framework with each of its members (this can be done at both an organisational level and at 
an individual level). 

R2 Data Collection and Indicators: 

R2.1: The Project Oversight Panel, together with the senior management teams of CAW and 
WCEN need to agree what data and information they need to see in order to fulfil their roles. 

R2.2: Indicators for Outcome 3 and Outcome 4 should be reviewed, and changes discussed 
with the donor.  

R2.3: Collecting data on individuals who get advice and support from AFAs without being 
referred to CAW needs to be collected on a regular basis. 

R3 Engagement of beneficiaries CAW and WCEN, together with the network partners, need 
to increase the level of engagement with beneficiaries, or service users. 

R4 Sustainability of the Project: 

R4.1: CAW should set a fundraising strategy for the project beyond the lifetime of the grant 
from Big Lottery Fund and identify how long it (CAW) should be the main source of funding for 
the project. 

R4.2: CAW and WCEN should ensure that as part of the development of the network, joint 
funding opportunities for the longer-term sustainability of the project are actively sought.
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