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The £4.5m ESF Community Grants
Programme engaged over 7,000
people who were furthest from
the labour market, a quarter of
whom have gained accredited
qualifications with surveys revealing:
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Introduction
The Research Unit of the Workers’ Educational Association was commissioned
to conduct the evaluation of the ESF Community Grant Management from 20142015 for Skills Funding Agency (SFA) in the North West and Merseyside areas of
the United Kingdom. The European Social Fund (ESF) aims to improve employment
opportunities in the European Union and raise the standards of living. To this goal,
the Community Grants programme makes funds available in the form of small
grants to eligible third sector organisations to target the hardest to reach and most
disadvantaged groups. This is the second such evaluation in the ESF Community
Grant Management process, with the first one conducted in 2013.

The aims of the evaluation were to assess:
1 The appropriateness of the grant coordination systems and processes for the 		
programme.
2 Whether the grant coordination model set up by WEA enabled community groups that in
the past have not used ESF to be able to access it.
3 The effectiveness of ESF Community Learning Grants in increasing employability outcomes.
4 The direct and indirect outcomes for beneficiaries from grant funded activity.
5 The ways in which involvement in the ESF Community Grants programme has helped 		
or hindered organisations to achieve change and improve employability outcomes for
beneficiaries.
6 If the programme fostered innovation in grant funded projects and their related activity.
7 The overall impact and success of the programme

Sources of data for the evaluation:
n Interviews with four partners, eight members of staff and three other grant managers.
n Eight focus groups with beneficiaries of the grants (including minority ethnic (BAMER) 		
and non-native English speaking (ESOL) learners, lone parents, learners with disabilities and
learners over the age of 50) as well as eight interviews with grant managers/coordinators.
n A representative survey of the grant holders: 176 responses out of 276 active grant 		
recipients were received. 1
n A representative survey of beneficiaries, 193 responses were received out of 1154 		
beneficiaries who agreed to be contacted by email. 2
n An extensive review and analysis of project documentation, reports and monitoring data.

1 Out of 285 awarded grants, four were withdrawn and five defunct or partially completed, hence 276 active grant holders. Such a response rate is statistically robust
and can be used to infer about all the grant holders with the margin of error of 4.5 percent.
2 There were 1154 beneficiaries who agreed to be contacted by email and whose details were on the WEA MIS system, 226 emails bounced. The response rate
achieved is statistically robust and can be used to infer about all the beneficiaries with the margin of error of 6 percent.

01

ESF Community Grants Programme and Management Evaluation 2014-15

The programme
The ESF Community Grants (2014 – 2015) programme for the North West and Merseyside
was managed by the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) in partnership with VOLA,
Locality, Community Matters and Network for Europe. The WEA also delivered the
previous programme of 2011 – 2013. The programme consisted of two contracts: one
for the North West and one for Merseyside running between 1 January 2014 and 31 July
2015.

Organisations were eligible to apply for grants if they:
l had a turnover of less than £300,000 per annum;

l employed no more than nine full time equivalent paid staff;

l were a social enterprise or not for profit organisation and not in direct receipt of 		

		

Department of Work and Pensions or SFA funding;

l had beneficiaries aged 19 years and older who were unemployed from Merseyside
		 or North West;
l Priority target groups were: people with disabilities and health conditions, lone 		

		
		
		

parents, people aged 50 and over, people from ethnic minorities, women, workless
adults in under-developed areas and communities and individuals underrepresented
in the labour market.

There were six outputs defined for the programme:
l CG1 – Community Grants payments (value of grants in £)
l CG2 – Budget for coordinating grants in £
l CG3 – Capacity Building Grant in £

l CG4 – Individual Learning Plans of participants
l M4 –

evaluation of the project

l M33 – completed monthly monitoring reports

The targets were as follows in the table below.

CG1

CG2

CG3

CG4

M4

M33

Total

North West

£2,860,000 £357,500 £357,500

3864

1

19

£3,575,000

Merseyside

£728,000

1025

1

19

£910,000

Total

£3,588,000 £448,500 £448,500

4889

2

38

£4,485,000

£91,000

£91,000

Table 1. Key deliverables and targets of the programme
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Case Study
Linda battled anxiety and isolation and is
now helping others like her
Linda was lost, socially isolated, scared of people/crowds, and disengaged.

On the course she overcame her anxiety, spoke in front of the group, gave
feedback to other women, took part in volunteering activity, learned to push
boundaries, enrolled on two other courses and changed the language she
was using about herself. She felt that she had gained confidence and selfbelief to engage in other learning. Linda is currently engaged on a pottery
and jewellery making course and has recently also completed a volunteering
course. She has begun volunteering at a women’s centre and aims to share
her new skills with other women and to become an Ambassador for women
who are in a similar situation to hers at the start of the programme. If it
weren’t for the project she would still be disengaged from society, having
no interaction, experiencing anxiety attacks, not involved in learning, not
progressing.

Paul has found a renewed sense of
community from being involved in
this project
Before the project, Paul described his situation as being ‘stuck in
a rut’ in which he spent most of his days sat at home watching
TV. He had been looking for employment for some time but
had continually been knocked back and slowly watching his
confidence drop as time went by. Paul initially saw the project
as a way to get out of the house but as the project progressed
he started making friends and felt he was given an opportunity
to network and develop skills that he never knew he had. Paul is
working as a volunteer with the organisation that ran the course
and will be applying for vacancies as they arise. He is also
looking to source funding to develop a new community initiative
which creates garden furniture for elderly residents in the area
using recycled wood.
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Both contracts delivered 281 projects (221 grants for the North West and 60 for
Merseyside). Originally, 285 grants were awarded but four grants were withdrawn and
funds reclaimed (two from each area). The majority of delivered grants within the North
West were awarded to Greater Manchester (131) and Lancashire (53). Cheshire, Cumbria
and Halton were awarded 18, 17 and two grants respectively. Most of these grants (108)
were awarded in the Round 5 of the programme, Round 6 and Round 7 awarded 89 and
84 grants respectively.
Types of organisations that received the grant (these categories overlap):
l Registered charities (55 percent)
l Companies limited by guarantee (35 percent)
l Voluntary or community groups (19 percent)
l Community interest companies (19 percent)
l Social enterprises (15 percent)

On average, the annual turnover of funded organisations was £99,764, which varied from
an organisation with a £17k in deficit to an organisation with a £299k annual turnover. In
reality, the majority of organisations (60 percent) were below this average.
The Community Grants awarded anticipated 10,080 beneficiaries or 36 beneficiaries on
average per grant (varying from six to 200). The average size of the grant awarded was
£12,570 (varying from £4,469 to £14,732).
A key requirement of the Community Grants was to target disadvantaged people in the
North West and Merseyside. The key groups targeted by the 281 grant holders were:
l Unemployed and disadvantaged individuals (targeted by 100 percent of the projects)
l Women (66 percent)
l Individuals with disabilities (65 percent)
l Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic (59 percent)
l Individuals over the age of 50 (52 percent)
l Lone parents (52 percent)
l Other (e.g. ex-offenders) (37 percent)
l Majority of projects (80 percent) target people with multiple disadvantages.
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Findings from the evaluation
1		 Effective and thorough grant coordination systems and processes for
		the programme
The project staff and partners believed that the systems, processes and risk management
of the programme were fit for purpose, thorough and effective. Project team, management
and leadership of the programme were praised for their work and commitment despite
large workloads within tight timelines. The grant holders felt well supported during the
application and the grant management stages of the programme. Ninety-one percent
of them rated the support they received from the WEA as useful or very useful. The
programme also showed great value. A large majority (59 percent) of grant holders
believe they would not have been able to fund their project from elsewhere, while 34
percent believed that it would have been more difficult to find another source of funding.
Evaluation of the internal processes will be elaborated in the final evaluation report.

2		 The grant coordination model set up by WEA enabled small community 		
		 groups that in the past have not used ESF to be able to access it
The WEA built an extensive network of partners in the region that provided many channels
to disseminate information. Official partners were membership organisations that were
linked with local VCS infrastructure agencies that enabled wider dissemination. The
staff, partners and learners perceived that community organisations reached the most
disadvantaged individuals because they had gained their confidence and trust, through:
l Personal acquaintance of learners with the staff, which indicated that these 		
		 organisations built strong relationships with the community;

l Strong partnerships of community organisations with others in their area (e.g. 		
		 charities, schools, job centres etc.), which facilitated promotion of projects and 		
		 referral of students to them;

l Community centres were set up within the disadvantaged areas so it was easy for
		 learners to find out about, attend and recommend courses.

The staff and partners agreed that the programme had great reach within all the areas
in the North West and Merseyside. There were regional disparities between and within
sub-regions with some areas (i.e. Great Manchester) producing many more applications
than others (i.e. Cumbria). However some very disadvantaged areas submitted fewer
community grant applications. A lack of eligible organisations or insufficient capacity
within eligible organisations contributed to fewer grant applications from those areas. The
grants team was pro-active in promoting applications and ran workshops for unsuccessful
applicants. Staff and partners believed they did sufficient outreach work, which could have
only been improved if there was more time.
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In the last contract we received very few grant applications and had no
funded projects from Knowsley, so in this contract we spent some time
proactively going out in Knowsley to encourage organisations to apply –
there is in no problem there now’ – staff

“

“

Rigorous ESF requirements were seen as off-putting to potential applicants but the WEA
mitigated this through relationships built with organisations and by offering capacity
building grants. Partners and staff both revealed that a large proportion of grant recipients
had not had ESF funding before because of their small organisational size.

“

“

It had a significant positive impact on people coping with serious
mental health conditions. For some it was genuinely life-changing’ –
grant recipient

3		 ESF Community Learning Grants have been successful in increasing 		
		employability outcomes
All the stakeholders agreed that the programme made a massive impact on disadvantaged
communities and on supporting them to improve their lives through employment. The
community grants were perceived as particularly successful in engaging hard-to-reach
disadvantaged individuals who would not have been engaged otherwise. They provided
good skills and progression into employment, training or volunteering. On a scale from 0 to
10, grant recipients rated the importance of their projects to beneficiaries very highly at 9.2
on average.

4

44

%

proportion of beneficiaries
reporting they found
employment or became
self-employed

98

%

Proportion of beneficiaries
reporting at least one
positive employment
related outcome

The direct and indirect outcomes for beneficiaries from grant 		
funded activity
66%

45%
38%

31%
20%

19%

20%

10%

Communication
skills

Organistaional
skills

Problem solving
skills

Digital
skills

Figure 1. Skills developed by beneficiaries.
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Focus groups and the survey with learners highlighted valuable outcomes of the
community grants in developing skills and employment opportunities. Figure 1 and
2 demonstrate skills and outcomes that surveyed beneficiaries reported developing as
a result of their courses. In focus groups, learners claimed they gained job-related and
transferable skills that they felt improved their chances of finding employment such as,
ICT, vocational skills, English language, independent living skills (e.g. for learners with
learning disabilities or in agency work), entrepreneurial, leadership skills and knowledge of
how to carry themselves in a professional environment. Learners spoke about jobs they
found, businesses they started or plans for further training. This was further supported
by tutor interviews who shared case studies of learners not present in focus groups.
The survey showed that over 81 percent of beneficiaries reported moving towards
employment. Of them, 49 percent reported doing voluntary work, 26 percent being
employed (full-time or part-time), 22 percent doing a course at the college or a centre, 21
percent being self-employed, seven percent training or doing an apprenticeship and seven
percent doing a university course.

49%

reported doing
voluntary work

29%

26%

doing further
learning

21%

being
employed

being
self-employed

50%
37%

35%

34%

33%

33%

32%

23%
15%

More
confident in
their ability to
work

Better
prepared
for work

More
confident
about finding
a jobwork

Better
Know better
knowledge
what job they
of support
want
services for the
unemployed

Better
prepared for
job searcjhing
and job
interviews

Know
better
where to
look for
work

Know more
about
starting
one’s
business

Find it easier
to find a job

Figure 2. Course outcomes reported by beneficiaries, % of all

According to the survey of beneficiaries, 59 percent of learners believed that they would
not have been able to get these benefits from somewhere else and 29 percent believed it
would have been more difficult to get them elsewhere. Only 12 percent of beneficiaries
thought they could have found another route to gaining these benefits.
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Case Study
Vincent has been given the skills and
confidence to make his entrepreneurial
dream a reality
Vincent had been unemployed for over 10 years and had been in and out
of the criminal justice system. On the course he explored the opportunity
to set up a mushroom growing business that would specialise in three
types of mushrooms grown in coffee waste. The project allowed him to
explore what resources he would need to make this a reality, research
what already existed for this type of business, the set up of costs he
would need and gave him the knowledge to develop his business pitch.
After the project, Vincent felt confident about his business idea and
created a robust business plan with costings. He also confidently pitched
his idea to a group of local business people. He is now meeting with local
growers and carrying out more in-depth market research.

Learning English and about the UK
has provided Shanaz useful skills
and a career direction
Shanaz took an ESOL course, which was aimed at developing
English skills for women from ethnic minority communities. The
class helped Shanaz to overcome some of the main challenges
of moving into another country with a foreign language. Making
new friends on the course inspired her to learn. In particular, she
learned a lot about the UK healthcare system. Shanaz claimed
that the course brought out many skills in her that she did not
know she had. It helped her with future and further learning too.
She is planning to take further training to become a child minder.
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Focus groups further showed the positive impact on the beneficiaries:

l Access to hard-to-reach individuals - Many learners reported anxiety, low

confidence, mistrust and bad experience that prevented them from using formal
institutions such as colleges or training centres. The fact that commercial courses
have to be paid for was a barrier for many students as well. Learners claimed that they
found commitment and a genuine desire to help them in community organisations,
which they felt was missing in more formal educational institutions. Eighty-six percent
of beneficiaries in the survey reported sharing what they had learnt on the course with
their family or community, thus the benefits of Community Grants were cascaded
beyond the learners.

l Increased confidence and self-esteem – Learners claimed that community projects

helped them overcome their low confidence and anxiety, which was seen as a key first
step towards integrating into the labour market and engaging with formal institutions.
This was of particular relevance to the long-term unemployed or BAMER students
who lost confidence in their ability to work and felt stigmatised and ESOL speakers
who needed confidence to practice English; as well as to learners with disabilities who
lacked confidence to engage with others.

l Decreased social isolation – Learners overwhelmingly agreed that participating in

community projects brought them closer together with others and expanded their social
circles. This helped them to learn better and build support networks to look for jobs.

l Provided direction and purpose – All learners mentioned how community projects

contributed to their future plans. They felt that the courses supported them with
visualising their future by helping them re-evaluate their career choices, with
considering entrepreneurial paths and identifying further training needs and areas of
personal improvement.

l Access to opportunities and support wider than the project – It was reported that

the community organisations provided support to groups beyond their call of
duty. These included help with CVs and job search, directing to volunteering, work
experience, funding and learning opportunities. A few examples include: helping a
learner set up a website for their business, a tutor taking students to visit and learn
on his creative arts freelancing job and helping ESOL students with their Job Centre
commitments. Learners appeared to value such support and enrichment immensely
and considered it unique.

09

ESF Community Grants Programme and Management Evaluation 2014-15

5
Involvement in the ESF Community Grants programme has helped 		
		 organisations to achieve change and improve employability 			
		 outcomes for beneficiaries
Sixty-seven percent of grant holders accessed the capacity building grant. Of them, 59
percent arranged their own training and 43 percent went on the organised training.
Capacity building grant had a number of benefits to grant holders:

Figure 4. Proportion of grant holders reporting
an outcome of the Capacity Building Grant

63%
50%

24%

Improved ability to
report on project
outcomes

26%

31%

33%

45%
20%

Improved
understanding of
the importance
of measuring
impact

Increased
innovativeness
of work

Improved ability
Improved
to attract more organistaional
funding
processes and
procedures

Improved
capacity

Improved service
provision

Nineteen percent of grant holders also mentioned other benefits such as improved external
and internal communications, improved access to courses, course portfolio, sustainability,
community engagement, staff confidence and knowledge and ability to offer certified
qualifications. Thus the programme developed skills and capacity within community
organisations to further support marginalised and disadvantaged community groups as
well as ensure their sustainability.
ESF project has made a massive impact to our organisations in terms of
finance, organisation and accountability - grant recipient

“

“

The programme offered a larger proportion of the capacity building grant to organisations
who received a smaller community grant and to unsuccessful but eligible applicants. This
way the capacity building grant reached more organisations than the number of current
grant recipients and was expected to extend benefits within organisations and to their
communities.
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6		 The programme fostered innovation in projects

98

%

Proportion of grant holders
considering their projects
fully or partly innovative

Seventy-four percent of grant recipients claimed they were innovative in their project
delivery and 24 percent believed they were innovative to some extent. Grant holders
underlined their flexibility and adaptability to the specific needs of their learners to
maximise outcome and enable access to learning not available or otherwise accessible
to these target groups. Some projects worked with employers and partners and provided
a broad level of support. Particularly in relation to ESOL learners, a number of courses
taught English along with a specific skill. The following are just a few examples of
innovation delivered by the projects during this programme:
l Using football coaching as a tool for confidence building and providing an 		

opportunity to gain level 1 coaching qualification.

l Using traditional textile manufacturing skills to help people learn to make products

not usually associated with textiles manufacturing. Then teaching them how to use
these skills to make and sell products to help them become self-employed.

l Enabling prejudice to be challenged and broken down by members of the 		

community having contact with beneficiaries who have learning disabilities.

l Using a radio sitcom to engage young adults in a creative project to explore youth

unemployment and the current economic situation affecting young people.

11

ESF Community Grants Programme and Management Evaluation 2014-15

7		 The overall impact and success of the programme
The ESF Community Grants Programme 2014-15 had demonstrable positive
impact within disadvantaged communities in the North West and Merseyside.
It successfully allocated a resource of £4.5m in the form of grants to small
community organisations that had fewer resources, but often had access to
the hardest to reach and most disadvantaged individuals. The Research Unit of
the WEA was commissioned to evaluate the programme, its effectiveness and
the impact of the programme. This report focused on the impact, which can be
summarised as follows:
l Community organisations were positively supported with applying for grants

and delivering projects through an effective and appropriate grant management
system by the WEA;

l Strong partnerships and effective networking helped to ensure a wide reach of

the grants across the North West region of England;

l Nearly all learners reported a positive employment outcome, be that developing

skills or actually getting into work;

l Learners developed positive self-esteem, confidence and awareness about the

world of work;

l The projects gave learners a sense of direction and purpose which is a 		

necessary precursor to any employment outcome;

l The courses reduced isolation and provided people with a network of similar

individuals who encouraged one another in a safe and supportive environment;

l Finally, over 7,000 disadvantaged people, who would not have been reached

otherwise, were engaged on the project. Eighty six percent of beneficiaries said
they shared what they learned on ESF projects with family and the community.
This means the impact of the programme has been far reaching than the
beneficiaries alone.
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