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Foreword 
When Scottish Government and The Hunter 
Foundation set up the Social Innovation 
Partnership in 2016, it was with a bold vision to 
tackle poverty in Scotland and belief that every 
person mattered and should be able to live a life 
worthy of their dignity; that well-being counts 
and that relationships are central to our lives. Our 
starting point was with communities themselves 
and the social innovators they produce – they are 
the key to unlocking our vision for social justice.

I’m delighted to see this distinctive approach 
bearing fruit. This report makes powerful reading. 
It’s clear that the support provided by Social 
Innovation Partners is making a real difference 
to the lives of individuals and families – enabling 
people to pursue goals they value, improving 
confidence and well-being, and positively 
impacting on mental health. 

It’s fantastic to hear that as a result of this work 
people are able to engage more effectively with 
public services. But there is some rich learning 
here too, and important lessons for us to take on 
board about how we operate and how we work 
with delivery partners to engage and support 
people.

I am grateful to the Social Innovation Learning 
Partners, I-SPHERE and Homeless Network 
Scotland, for their work on this report. The 
important lessons they have drawn out for policy 
and practice will be an invaluable tool as we look 
ahead to build on the work of the Partnership. 
I look forward to continuing to work together 
over the coming years to deliver on our national 
mission to tackle child poverty, through this 
distinctive and impactful approach. 
 
Shona Robison MSP 
Cabinet Secretary For Social Justice,  
Housing And Local Government

Two critical factors lead us to reappraise how 
public services are to be delivered – learnings 
from the pandemic and a Spending Review that 
compels greater efficiency and allocation of 
resource. The funding we apply as a country to 
social care and poverty certainly shows we as a 
nation care, but we don’t always deliver the best 
outcomes for those in need from that incredible 
investment.

This seminal research hopefully shines a light on 
a way forward in supporting those facing crippling 
poverty and disadvantage. In simple terms it’s 
about asking the customer what they need, then 
delivering on that need.

The approach is about respect, a relational 
approach that adapts to needs rather than saying 
“this is what’s on offer”. Importantly, it’s about the 
whole family, not the individual issues that surface. 
Many of the SIP partners tell me there is an innate 
fear amongst those they serve of having their 
children taken away: poverty being diagnosed as 
neglect. We need to somehow embed trust again 
within front facing public service – I do not believe 
anyone wakes up in the morning hoping to do a 
bad job.

This report is notable in that it analyses a different 
approach to support, and shows that it leads to 
improved confidence, self-awareness and mental 
health for those served. For me that’s reason to 
embed said approach in service delivery in the 
public and third sectors, but we also believe that 
it measures up in terms of costs and indeed cost 
savings, and shows sustainable and positive 
outcomes for those served. This longer-term 
impact is being tested through the next phase of 
the research, now well underway.

We face incredible challenges going forward. We 
should embrace the learnings from the SIP, embed 
them and continue to innovate in supporting those 
most in need. Most importantly, we must listen to 
their needs in designing and delivering policies to 
help them move forward to positive destinations. 
Good luck to all of you supporting those most in 
need – we thank you sincerely. 
 
Sir Tom Hunter 
The Hunter Foundation



Executive summary
The Social Innovation Partnership (SIP) represents an approach to public 
service delivery that is distinctive to Scotland and could have important lessons 
for policy and practice. By combining a focus on individual capabilities with a 
recognition of the importance of social connection, it has the potential to effect 
significant change in how public services respond to the impact of poverty on 
both individuals and their communities.

The partnership has ambitions to influence wider 
public service reform, particularly in terms of 
demonstrating the potential for a capabilities-
focused approach to improving the well-being 
of people in Scotland experiencing poverty and 
disadvantage. While capabilities approaches are 
well-established in social policy, the SIP is one 
of the first examples of a major government-led 
initiative that is directly informed by them. 

As learning partner to the SIP, I-SPHERE and 
Homeless Network Scotland have worked 
alongside the SIP partners and funders since late 
2019. Through the first phase of our research, 
carried out over 18 months, we established that 
the relational approaches that a majority of SIP 
partners adopt are directly linked to positive 
outcomes for individuals. 

A common theme across our findings is that the 
difference SIP partners create is fundamentally 
about how people engage both with social 
support, their communities and wider society. 
Our research shows that by enhancing people’s 
capabilities, SIP partners create the conditions for 
people to access a wider range of choices and 
possibilities for what they are able to do in their 
lives. 

The next phase of the research will assess the 
longer-term impact of these approaches in 
improving material outcomes for people, and 
in particular supporting moves out of poverty; 
examine the relationship between SIP partners 
and wider statutory services; and explore the 
potential for the SIP partnership to influence the 
design and delivery of public services in Scotland.



The SIP is a unique collaboration between the 
Scottish Government, the Hunter Foundation, 
and a selection of social entrepreneurs which 
began in 2016. I-SPHERE and Homeless Network 
Scotland became independent learning partners 
to the SIP in late 2019. The 13 current SIP partners 
work primarily in communities where there are 
significant levels of poverty and related forms 
of disadvantage, caused both by long-term 
economic trends such as de-industrialisation, and 
more recent developments including changes 
to benefit entitlements and the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

SIP partners seek to improve their participants’ 
well-being and life chances in a way that includes 
but also goes beyond meeting material needs. By 
focusing on people’s capabilities, support aims to 
address not just people’s short-term requirements 
but also a diverse set of long-term goals, which 
may include employment or improved family 
relationships. This approach prioritises people’s 
agency in making life choices about what matters 
to them, recognising that people differ in their view 
of what makes for a good life and have reason to 
value a range of potential life goals and ambitions.

 

Most current SIP partners do this primarily by 
adopting ‘relational’ approaches which aim 
to create closer and more equal relationships 
between people who are providing and accessing 
support. Many of these organisations place an 
emphasis on creating welcoming ‘community’ 
spaces, where people can choose to be, and 
can access support at their own pace. Some 
SIP partners have a more explicit focus on 
redesigning external systems to enable better 
access to critical life opportunities such as 
education, childcare and employment. 

This report covers findings from the first 18 months 
of the research, based on 66 in-depth interviews 
with leaders and staff from 12 SIP partners1 their 
key stakeholders including statutory partners, and 
people who have received support from them.

1 One partner, River Garden, joined the cohort later  
and was not part of our fieldwork.



Key findings

To varying extents, SIP partners work with people facing significant 
poverty and disadvantages, many of whom described various 
forms of trauma, mental ill health or social isolation. Many have 
had previous contact with multiple services that were not positive, 
either because the support offered didn’t meet their needs, or they 
were unable or chose not to access it, resulting in consistently poor 
outcomes. (Chapter three) 

Through the support that SIP partners provide, people are able to 
improve their confidence, self-awareness and mental health. There 
are close links between these changes and their ability to move 
towards employment, improve family relationships and engage 
more positively with other services. Together these outcomes can 
be seen as evidence that individuals’ agency – their ability to make 
decisions and pursue goals they have reason to value – is enhanced, 
leading to greater potential for improved well-being. (Chapter four)

While the changes we saw in terms of confidence and self-
awareness were very consistent among those we interviewed, the 
impact this had on people developing other capabilities – and 
translating these into realised achievements or functionings – 
was more variable. The first phase of our work was not designed 
to gather evidence of sustained change in people’s material 
circumstances, and this will be a significant part of the second 
phase of the research. This work will be designed to capture a 
broader range of experiences and also assess the extent to which 
the changes in capabilities we have identified are sustained over a 
longer period of time. (Chapter four)

We have identified five key findings from our research, each of which corresponds to a chapter of this report. 



Most SIP partners adopt a relational and highly adaptable approach 
to providing support that consistently succeeds in helping people 
to develop their capabilities. The key components of this approach 
include building close, consistent relationships that help people to 
build confidence, and creating situations where people are able to 
make meaningful choices in a safe environment. (Chapter five)

The relational approaches we have identified are enabled and 
constrained by a range of contextual factors. There was evidence 
that the relational approaches adopted by the majority of SIP partners 
have beneficial effects with regard to enhancing the capabilities 
of people with complex support needs, some of whom had a long 
history of unsuccessful engagement with other forms of support. SIP 
partners depend on being able to recruit the ‘right’ staff, having the 
time and securing the funding necessary to work in a relational way. 
(Chapter six)
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I-SPHERE and Homeless Network Scotland are working as learning partners to 
the Social Innovation Partnership (SIP) to understand both the impact that work 
supported through the partnership is having and wider learning that can be 
drawn from it. 
This report reviews the first 18 months of our research through the SIP learning 
programme, based on 66 in-depth interviews with leaders and staff from 12 SIP 
partners, their key stakeholders including statutory partners, and people who 
have received support from them. (One partner joined the cohort late and was 
not part of our fieldwork.)  

Strategic context
The Social Innovation Partnership represents 
an approach to public service delivery that is 
distinctive to Scotland and could have important 
lessons for policy and practice. By combining a 
focus on individual capabilities with a recognition 
of the importance of social connection, it has the 
potential to effect significant change in how public 
services respond to the impact of poverty on 
individuals and their communities. 

The partnership aims to help individuals, 
children and families increase their well-being 
and capabilities and in so doing promote social 
justice and help tackle poverty and inequality. In 
practice this means supporting people to flourish 
in terms of who they are and what they are able 
to do based on things they have reason to value. 
This is an explicit part of the SIP funding strategy, 
which is aimed at supporting approaches to social 
innovation that are focused on well-being and 
capabilities, and exploring how they can be scaled.

Capabilities approaches are well-established in the 
social policy literature as a way of conceptualising 
policy responses to poverty and disadvantage, 
and while they are best established in the fields of 
international development and poverty reduction, 
they form an explicit foundation for the work of the 
Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland partnership, 
and are becoming increasingly influential in work 
on housing and homelessness in the UK. The SIP 
is one of the first examples of a major government-
led initiative that is directly informed by them in 
terms of its strategy and ambitions.

The SIP is a unique collaboration between the 
Scottish Government, the Hunter Foundation, 
and a selection of social entrepreneurs which 
began in 2016. I-SPHERE and Homeless Network 
Scotland became independent learning partners 
to the SIP in late 2019.

SIP partners seek to improve their participants’ 
well-being and life chances in a way that includes 
but also goes beyond meeting material needs. By 
focusing on people’s capabilities, support aims to 
address not just people’s short-term requirements 
but also a diverse set of long-term goals, which 
may include employment or improved family 
relationships. This approach prioritises people’s 
agency in making life choices about what matters 
to them, recognising that people differ in their view 
of what makes for a good life and have reason to 
value a range of potential life goals and ambitions.

Most current SIP partners do this primarily by 
adopting ‘relational’ approaches which aim 
to create closer and more equal relationships 
between people who are providing and accessing 
support. Many of these organisations place an 
emphasis on creating welcoming ‘community’ 
spaces, where people can choose to be, and 
can access support at their own pace. Some 
SIP partners have a more explicit focus on 
redesigning external systems to enable better 
access to critical life opportunities such as 
education, childcare and employment. 

1. Introduction
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Through extracting deep and cumulative learning 
from this work, the partnership has ambitions to 
influence wider public service reform, particularly 
in terms of demonstrating the potential for a 
capabilities-focused approach to improving the 
well-being of people in Scotland experiencing 
poverty and disadvantage. 

The partnership’s aims are aligned to the 
commitment to improving well-being in Scotland’s 
National Performance Framework, Scottish 
Government commitments to reducing child 
poverty as expressed in the two Tackling Child 
Poverty delivery plans — (Every Child, Every 
Chance, 2018 and Best Start, Brighter Futures, 
2022) and the findings of the Commission on the 
Future Delivery of Public Services (2011) chaired 
by Dr Campbell Christie. 

Research questions
The research questions underpinning this work have been revised and extended as the 
programme evolved. This report has a particular emphasis on the first two questions below, which 
were the focus of our fieldwork and other research activities during the first phase of the learning 
programme, which ran from November 2019 to June 2021. 

1. What impact have the projects funded through the programme had on the well-
being and capabilities of people facing social disadvantage and child poverty?  

2. To what extent do the key components (‘generative mechanisms’) of a relational 
approach account for any successful outcomes identified?

3. What methods are most appropriate for assessing the long-term impact of 
individual SIP partners’ work on the material outcomes for people facing poverty 
and disadvantage?

4. What alternative or complementary services do SIP partners provide to fill 
perceived gaps in statutory and other services to enhance the capabilities of 
people affected by poverty and disadvantage?

a. To what extent do statutory services identify such gaps?

b. To what extent are formal and informal referral routes used to fill any gaps   
identified? 

c. Is there a difference of view between senior and front-line staff in public 
services about the existence of gaps and how they should be filled?

5. What opportunities exist for the SIP partnership to influence the design 
and delivery of public services in Scotland so that they enhance well-being 
understood in terms of people’s capabilities?

a. Are any wider changes in policy required to support this?

Work on the second phase of our research is now underway, which addresses the remaining three 
questions, as well as the longer-term aspects of question 1, particularly in reference to changes in 
people’s material well-being.
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Structure of this report
In chapter two, we explain the conceptual and 
methodological approaches that we have taken 
to the research elements of this programme, and 
describe our activities to date. Chapter three 
provides an overview of the SIP partners and the 
context in which they are working, introducing a 
distinction between four types of organisational 
model that will be used throughout the rest of the 
report. 

In the next three chapters, we report our key 
empirical findings to date. In chapter four, 
we look at the outcomes that SIP partners are 
achieving, understood in terms of well-being and 
capabilities, and address research question 1. 

Next, in chapter five, we address research 
question 2 by identifying how, and to what extent, 
the key components of the deeply relational 
approaches adopted by the majority of SIP 
partners account for these outcomes. 

In chapter six we continue the focus on research 
question 2, analysing how these key components 
interact with the background context both internal 
and external to the organisations, to make these 
outcomes possible. 

We close the report in chapter seven by 
summarising our conclusions, and describing 
the work underway in the second phase of our 
research.
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Our approach to the first phase of the learning programme has been underpinned 
by three key concepts: the capabilities approach, relational support as a route to 
enhancing people’s capabilities, and critical realist evaluation as the underlying 
approach we take to the research. 
In this chapter we discuss each of these concepts in turn, before summarising our 
practical research activities to date.

The capabilities approach 
In examining the work of the SIP partners and 
programme, our principal focus is on the extent 
to which they have improved people’s well-being 
and scope to flourish, understood in terms of 
their ‘capabilities’ to be and do things that they 
have reason to value. The capabilities approach 
was first developed by Nobel Laureate Amartya 
Sen (1984, 1992), and subsequently developed 
by a wide range of theorists including Martha 
Nussbaum (2000) and Ingrid Robeyns (2017). It 
can be seen as offering a clarifying lens through 
which we are able to understand the change that 
SIP partners are seeking to create. 

In Sen’s work he distinguishes between achieved 
well-being (i.e. what he terms ‘functionings’) and 
the substantive freedom to achieve well-being 
(what he terms ‘capabilities’). In understanding 
SIP partners as seeking to develop people’s 
capabilities, we are looking not only at the extent 
of changes to people’s material well-being, but 
also to their power, autonomy and agency – that 
is, their real opportunities to ‘be and do what they 
have reason to value’. 

This focus on capabilities is an explicit part of the 
SIP funding strategy, and through our research 
we have sought to develop an account of the 
capabilities approach that is compatible both with 
this strategic ambition while being grounded in 
the day-to-day experiences of SIP partners and 
people they are supporting. Taking a capabilities 
approach has three key advantages that make it 
appropriate for understanding and evaluating the 
work that SIP partners are doing. 

First, distinguishing between capabilities and 
functionings respects individual people’s agency 
to make decisions for themselves.

It recognises the fact that people differ in their 
view of what makes for a good life and have 
reason to value a range of potential life goals and 
ambitions. This is highly compatible with the way 
that SIP partners seek to help people identify and 
achieve outcomes that matter to them, that will 
enable them to flourish on their own terms, rather 
than imposing pre-defined expectations.

Second, this model insists on the plural nature 
of the range of capabilities that each and every 
human being requires access to in order to lead a 
full and flourishing life. For example, people need 
access to safety and security, a sense of control 
over their lives, and fulfilling relationships and 
activities, as well as access to material goods, if 
they are to pursue their own vision of a good life. 

As Nussbaum in particular insists, each of these 
core human capabilities is a separate component 
which is independently important, meaning that 
a deficit in one cannot be compensated for by 
a surfeit in another. This insight aligns with the 
holistic ‘whole person’ emphasis in many SIP 
partners’ approaches, that seek to attend to the 
range of challenges affecting the individuals and 
families that they support rather than focus on 
just one aspect of their lives.

Third, the capabilities approach helps us to 
understand how inequality affects people’s 
abilities to pursue the diverse and multiple things 
that they value. This is because a core tenet of 
the capabilities approach is an acknowledgement 
that structural disadvantage, personal 
circumstances and other factors mean that some 
people will need more help than others if they are 
to have a realistic prospect of achieving a similar 
level of functioning.

2. Methodology
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For this reason, it has been particularly influential 
in debates around addressing inequalities on 
the basis of gender, particularly in the context of 
education and childcare, and those experienced 
by people with mental and physical disabilities 2.

This concept of variable ‘conversion factors’, 
which determine an individual’s capability to 
achieve a given range of functions with a given 
range of resources, highlights that you often 
have to treat people unequally in order achieve 
more equal outcomes between those with very 
different starting positions. For instance, two 
people with the same level of income may, due 
to personal, environmental and social factors, 
not be able to realise equivalent capabilities. On 
this way of thinking, the resources available – 
including different forms of social support – need 
to be considered as only one aspect of what 
contributes to someone’s overall well-being. 

With SIP partners’ work taking place against a 
background context where structural inequalities 
play a significant role in shaping and limiting 
people’s life chances, the capabilities model 
shines a light on why resources may need to be 
heavily concentrated on certain groups if they are 
to have a real opportunity to improve their well-
being and that of their children.  

Relational support
The means by which most current SIP partners 
seek to help expand participants’ capabilities is 
by applying ‘relational’ approaches, which we 
define as seeking to develop more equal and 
trusting relationships between people who are 
both providing and receiving support. 

The concept of ‘Relational Welfare’ has been 
pioneered by the writer and social entrepreneur 
Hilary Cottam (2011, 2018), who contrasts this 
notion with what she refers to as traditional 
‘transactional’ models of welfare, focussed only 
on the delivery of material benefits. Relational 
models of support imply a strong emphasis 
on human relationships and interactions, 
and on supporting positive social bonds 
and communities, in a spirit of equality and 
collaboration between those providing and 
receiving services.

Understanding the nature of these relational 
approaches, and what is distinctive about them, 
has been a central task of the first phase of our 
learning programme. Through our research we 
have identified ten key components, described 
in detail in chapter five, which characterise the 
relational approaches that the majority of SIP 
partners adopt. Some of these components, 
particularly sensitivity and adaptability, have 
broad parallels in wider debates on relational 
welfare, but the account we develop has been 
drawn out directly through our fieldwork and 
reflects the collective experiences of SIP partners.

The key components we identify are applied in 
different ways by the partners, and not all of the 
characteristics are necessarily present in any 
given setting. However, we would argue that, 
taken together, they represent a comprehensive 
and coherent account of how most SIP partners 
seek to work with people. That said, some SIP 
partners take a less individualised relational 
approach, focusing more on matters of system 
redesign, as discussed in the next chapter. 

Capabilities and relational support are distinct 
concepts: it is possible for a capabilities lens 
to be applied to non-relational approaches 
to the provision of support. However, the two 
approaches are highly complementary, as 
emphasized by Cottam (2018) herself, and we 
have found them to be compatible with the way 
that most SIP partners understand and talk about 
their work. 

2 For essays discussing various applications of the capability approach in the context of equalities, see Comim, F. and M. C. Nussbaum, 
Eds. (2014). Capabilities, Gender, Equality: Towards Fundamental Entitlements. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.
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Critical realist evaluation
Our evaluation approach fits within the ‘critical 
realist’ tradition, which seeks to go beyond 
answering ‘what works’, as in traditional 
(usually quantitative) impact evaluations, to 
address the question “what works, for whom, 
in what circumstances” (Pawson and Tilley, 
1997, p. xvi). This in-depth, qualitative style of 
analysis therefore interrogates ‘why’ and ‘how’ 
programmes produce particular outcomes in 
particular circumstances.

Critical realists interpret causation in the social 
world as arising from the ‘real’ generative 
mechanisms of social structures and interventions 
which may or may not be activated (and produce 
actual effects) depending on contingent 
conditions (Sayer, 1992). Identifying these 
generative mechanisms — or as we term them, 
key components –is essential to making causal 
judgments on what it is about the SIP projects 
that may explain positive well-being and 
capabilities outcomes for participants. At the same 
time, understanding the necessary contextual 
conditions for their actual realisation allows us to 
assess the possibilities for their successful scaling 
up and transfer to other settings.

This style of evaluation is based on the 
philosophical doctrine of realism which asserts 
that “…the world has an existence independent 
of our perception of it” (Williams and May, 1996, 
p.81). Thus, while valuing people’s perceptions 
and experiences, realists take the view that the 
‘agents in focus’ (including people with lived 
experience as well as other research participants) 
do not always have full knowledge of the forces 
that shape their lives. The analyst has to bring 
to bear their judgment, and triangulate all of the 
evidence available to them, in determining the 
most plausible explanation of the outcomes that 
are identified. This may involve revealing hidden 
causal mechanisms that are unacknowledged, or 
even denied, by those directly affected.

Our approach is to seek to undertake in-depth 
programme-wide research to identify the 
positive outcomes that projects bring about for 
individuals, identifying the key components of 
interventions that drive these outcomes, and the 
contextual factors which inhibit or facilitate their 
realisation in practice. 

The central substantive sections of the report 
(chapters four, five and six) are organised in 
sections reflecting these three interconnected 
elements that must be brought together if we are 
to understand and evaluate the impact that SIP 
partners are having and the prospects for scaling 
up and wider systemic influence.

Research activities to date
The research described in this report took place 
between November 2019 and June 2021, with 
much of the fieldwork taking place during the 
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Fieldwork
At the outset of the learning programme, a group 
of people drawn from across the SIP partnership 
helped us to define a working model of change 
for the programme, set out at the end of this 
chapter, which has formed the basis for our 
research methodology. Over the course of our 
first 18 months as learning partner to the SIP, our 
understanding of the change that it is trying to 
create has evolved, and we have revised this 
model to take in to account all our learning to date. 

Our primary focus for the first phase of research 
has been a programme of qualitative fieldwork, 
consisting of in-depth interviews with leaders and 
staff from 12 SIP partners, their key stakeholders 
including statutory partners, and people who have 
received support from them. These interviews 
were structured based on an emerging model 
of change co-designed with a group of people 
drawn from across the partnership. 

We have carried out 66 interviews in total. These 
consisted of 24 interviews with leaders and 
staff from SIP organisations, 13 interviews with 
their partners in the statutory system and others 
involved in the delivery of their work, and 29 
interviews with people with experience of being 
supported by SIP partners. 

Interviews with external partners were selected 
from a long list provided by each organisation 
to ensure a balance of roles and seniority, with 
14 of the interviews coming from senior roles in 
SIP partners (founder or chief executive) and 10 
coming from operational roles. Statutory partners 
included senior local authority leaders, and local 
authority officers from across housing, education 
and health roles.  
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Interviews with people who had accessed support 
from SIP partners comprised ten interviews with 
men and nineteen with women, which is to be 
expected given a number of the SIP partners work 
primarily or exclusively with women. There were 
four interviewees under the age of 18, one over 
the age of 65, and the remainder were evenly 
distributed between these ages.

Interviewees had a broad range of interactions 
with SIP partners) ranging from relatively 
transactional to longer-term interactions, reflecting 
the different ways that they worked with people. 
However, our approach to recruitment meant that 
people represented in our sample were likely to 
have had higher levels of engagement with SIP 
organisations, consistent with our aim to identify 
the circumstances in which relational approaches 
are effective. As such their experiences may not 
be representative of all people accessing support 
from SIP organisations. The qualitative longitudinal 
research undertaken in the next phase of our work 
will allow for a more balanced sample. 

Much of the fieldwork took place during the 
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Topic 
guides for interviews explored the extent to which 
things had changed due to the pandemic, and 
where these changes had a significant impact on 
organisations’ work or people’s experiences of 
it, this has been noted. We conducted interviews 
with people who received support from nine out of 
the 11 SIP partners that provide support directly to 
individuals. The remaining two were not included 
in this element of the fieldwork as the nature of 
their work, which was heavily dependent on face-
to-face interactions in settings that were either 
closed or significantly restricted due to COVID, 
meant that one-to-one remote interviews would 
not be appropriate.

Analysis
All interviews were transcribed in full and went 
through at least two rounds of analysis, including 
coding and thematic analysis in nVivo. Findings 
are not linked to individual organisations as 
the intention of this work is to understand 
the common approaches taken across the 
partnership rather than single out individual SIP 
partners. All quotes have been anonymised in 
order to ensure that participants in our fieldwork 
were able to speak freely. 

One key limitation of the research is that the size 
and breadth of the SIP partnership, particularly 
the range of different support that is provided, 
means that it was not feasible to capture all 
aspects of people’s engagement with each of the 
organisations. For that reason, in all the analysis 
that follows we have focused our key findings 
on areas where there are clear and consistent 
themes, but also highlighted where specific 
findings apply particularly to a specific type of 
organisation or interaction to illustrate where 
there was variation across the partnership. 

Model of change
As noted above, the SIP presents a complex 
subject for research, and through our work 
on the learning programme to date we have 
developed a working model of change for the 
Social Innovation Partnership that has guided our 
fieldwork, analysis, and approach to presenting 
our findings.

This model was first developed at the outset 
of the learning programme through a series of 
co-design workshops with people drawn from 
across the SIP partnership. The first iteration of 
the model focused on people’s perceptions of the 
common activities that SIP partners undertake, 
and how these influence outcomes for individuals.  

Over the course of our work as learning partner to 
the SIP, our understanding of the change that it is 
trying to create has evolved, and we have revised 
this model to take in to account all our learning to 
date. In line with the realist approach described 
earlier,  this involved exploring the outcomes that 
individuals experienced, the key components of 
relational approaches that underpin the different 
activities taking place, and the contextual factors 
that enable them.

The structure of this report reflects this iterative 
process, and the model of change presented 
below provides a summary of our which are 
developed through the four central chapters.
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Proximity

Consistency

Positivity

Reciprocity

Relating

Sensitivity

Adaptability

Inclusion

Novelty

Agency 

Relationships Activities

Key components  
of success 
 

Timeliness of support

Previous experience 
of statutory services

External conditions 
around employment

People

Time

Funding

Community and place

Personal 
circumstances

Enabling factors 
and barriers

Context 
 

Experience-focused 
organisations

Family-focused 
organisations

Employment-focused 
organisations

System-focused 
organisations 

One-on-one  
conversations

Mentoring and  
coaching

Group work and  
experiences

Providing and  
cooking food

Childcare provision  
and support

Advocacy and  
income maximisation 
 

Categories of  
SIP partner

What  
they do 

Introducing  
the partners  
(chapter 3)

Confidence

Self-awareness

Mental and  
physical health

Material  
well-being 

Moving towards 
employment or  
training

Forming positive  
social relationships

Improved family 
relationships

Engagement  
with services

Doing new or  
different things 

‘Being’ 
capabilities

‘Doing’  
capabilities

Outcomes 
 
 

(chapter 4)

(chapter 5)
(chapter 6)
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In this chapter we introduce the 13 projects across Scotland that are funded 
by the SIP, organised by four different categories that reflect the varied 
nature of their activities. We then look at some of the background context 
they are working against, both in terms of the communities they are based in 
and the people who they support.

3. The partners
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To varying extents, SIP partners work with people facing significant poverty and 
disadvantages, many of whom described various forms of trauma, mental ill 
health or social isolation. Many have had previous contact with multiple services 
that were not positive, either because the support offered didn’t meet their 
needs, or they were unable or chose not to access it, resulting in consistently 
poor outcomes.

Key finding

Experience-focused Family-focused Employment-focused System-focused

CentreStage COVEY Befriending MCR Pathways Flexible Childcare 
Services Scotland

Heavy Sound # LIFT # pRESPECT Flexibility Works #

River Garden * MsMissMrs WorkingRite

Stepwell 
 

Street Soccer Scotland * Not included in 
fieldwork to date

# Only staff interviews 
included in analysis 

Overview of SIP organisations by type of model

Categories of SIP partner

Most SIP partner organisations share key 
commonalities in their approaches, but they work 
with very different communities and use a wide 
range of activities and methods. This means the 
partnership overall presents a complex subject for 
research.

In understanding the SIP partners’ work, we have 
found it helpful to distinguish between four broad 
categories of organisation: experience-focused, 
family-focused, employment-focused and system-
focused. There is significant diversity within 
each of the categories, and in practice many SIP 
partners could be categorised in multiple ways. 
However, we have found that the categories 
capture important distinctions which are helpful 
both in organising and presenting our findings.

As described above, we have preserved the 
anonymity of individual organisations in this report, 
but used the categories both to indicate how our 
findings are differentiated across the cohort, and 
to indicate which category of organisation an 
interviewee was talking about. 
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Experience-focused
These organisations attempt to create 
environments and activities where people who 
are facing various challenges in their lives can 
have experiences that were not possible for them 
before. They regard these experiences – including 
performing arts, cooking and sport – as valuable 
both in themselves, and in seeking to help 
individuals achieve change by serving as ‘hooks’ 
that engage them in other kinds of positive activity. 

• CentreStage is a public theatre and arts 
centre working with communities across 
Ayrshire, focused on engaging groups 
including young people excluded from 
school, people with disabilities and people 
in contact with the criminal justice system in 
creative activities.

• Heavy Sound works with young people who 
have experienced trauma and face barriers 
to engaging in formal education. 

• Stepwell provides one-to-one and group 
support seeking to help people make 
positive progress in their lives, including 
moving towards employment. 

• Street Soccer works with people who have 
experienced homelessness, seeking to 
develop their confidence through football. 

For these organisations, being as open and 
inclusive as possible is of central importance, 
and while they might receive referrals from other 
organisations, they operate an open-access 
policy which means that people accessing 
support have different levels of need, which may 
or may not include low income. They see this 
as reducing the possibility that accessing their 
support may generate stigma.

“We’ll stand outside the community centre 
and watch people walking by in the road. 
Hey, how you doing? Fancy a cup of tea? 
We’ve got bacon rolls today, do you want to 
come and have that? It’s that discreet...” 
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
The SIP also supports one other experience-
based organisation: River Garden, a residential 
centre for people in recovery from drug and 
alcohol problems. 

The organisation joined the cohort after the 
design of our fieldwork, and as a result they have 
not participated in this first phase of the learning 
programme.

Family-focused
These organisations work primarily with families, 
helping to support parents, carers and children 
who are affected by poverty and related forms of 
disadvantage. 

• COVEY Befriending and Airdrie Citizens 
Advice Bureau work in partnership with 
schools to support young people and their 
families, providing a combination of person-
centred emotional support and practical 
advocacy which seeks to help people 
resolve a range of issues. 

• LIFT (Low Income Families Together) works 
with families across north Edinburgh, 
seeking to help them address financial, 
benefits and housing problems.

• MsMissMrs is a community interest 
company seeking to achieve personal and 
financial empowerment for women.

Their work combines a focus on the practical 
and financial challenges that families face with 
providing emotional support that helps to build 
confidence and self-esteem.

“It wasn’t just about the poverty aspect. […] 
There were so many underlying things in 
terms of things, knowledge and confidence 
that they needed, not only in finance stuff 
but in themselves in order to maintain that 
confidence and financial capability.”
(Operational leader from SIP organisation) 

 
The people and families that they work with 
tend to be those facing particularly significant 
challenges linked to low income, including housing 
problems and food poverty, as well as experiences 
of mental ill health and domestic violence.  
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Employment-focused
These organisations support people to improve 
their employment prospects through coaching, 
mentoring and one-to-one support, as well as 
working with employers. 

• MCR Pathways works with local authorities, 
schools and businesses to provide one-to-
one mentoring between care experienced 
young people and adult volunteers.

• pRESPECT takes a personalised approach 
to providing employment support for 
Black and ethnic minority people and 
refugees, seeking to help individuals to 
build confidence and find work, as well as 
supporting employers to remove barriers.

• WorkingRite provides structured mentorship 
and work experience which seeks to help 
young people into employment or training, 
facilitated through strong relationships with 
small local employers.

While their aim is to help people find meaningful 
work, they seek to do this through addressing all 
aspects of an individual’s life. 

“[There is] a very slow and deliberate 
process of building up a relationship. In other 
employability projects it’s quite short and it’s 
quite sharp, and there’s not a lot of time to 
really get to know the person. It’s like, you fit 
into […] this idea of an employability pipeline, 
which we’re trying to actively challenge 
because that is encouraging young people to 
fit into a system.” 

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
 
People supported through these organisations 
come from a broad range of backgrounds but tend 
be younger – either school age or early in their 
working lives.  

System-focused
These organisations are working to address 
barriers to employment through flexibility in 
childcare and employment practices. 

• Flexible Childcare Services Scotland 
provides flexible childcare provision for 
parents, and is supporting other care 
providers across Scotland to adopt their 
model.

• Flexibility Works seeks to support 
employers to increase flexible working 
through training and consultancy, practical 
guidance and awareness-raising.

Unlike the other three types of model, they aim 
to create change in the wider system rather than 
focusing on support to individuals, seeking to 
address structural inequality in opportunities to 
access work. 

Like the other SIP partners, their focus is on 
helping people to develop their capabilities, and 
interviews with them have helped inform our 
research framework. However, as their work is less 
dependent on individual-level relationships, and 
does not focus primarily on people experiencing 
poverty and disadvantage, these organisations do 
not fit within the model of relational support that 
characterises the majority of SIP partners. For this 
reason, the findings discussed in this report only 
apply to some aspects of their work.  

Through our interviews, we explored the 
geographical and social context in which SIP 
partners are working, and range of challenges 
that people experience that lead to them 
accessing support. In the remainder of this 
chapter, we identify some of the common themes 
that unite the approach SIP partners take, despite 
their work crossing different geographies and 
population groups.
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Poverty and disadvantage

SIP partners are working primarily in communities and with people who are 
affected by poverty and related forms of disadvantage. 

For those partners working primarily with people 
in a specific geographical area, all were based 
in locations that have high levels of deprivation 
as measured by the Scottish Index of Multiple 
Deprivation. Three of these organisations were 
based outside of Glasgow and Edinburgh – 
Stepwell, COVEY Befriending and CentreStage 
– and interviewees working for or with these 
organisations described economic decline 
spanning decades linked to deindustralisation.

“In the ‘80s there was a local shipyard and 
local electronic companies here, and it was a 
booming industry. That changed significantly 
with the closure of the shipyard here in the 
‘80s, and that led to a lot of unemployment, 
as you can imagine, resultant poverty, and 
obviously that led to issues for folks around 
housing, addiction, and various other things; 
family relationship breakdown, so there’s 
been big changes.”
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
In describing the impact of deindustrialisation, 
interviewees saw a mixed picture where 
communities next to each other had fared 
differently in the recovery from closures of mining 
and manufacturing, with affluent neighbourhoods 
next door to those with high levels of deprivation. 
However, one consistent theme was the greater 
reliance on the public sector for both employment 
and social support.

“We’ve got a whole range of what you 
would say traditional mining, manufacturing 
bases in terms of our community. Our 
biggest employer in the area is the Council, 
followed by the NHS. We have real areas of 
deprivation, and we’ve got really up-and-
coming communities of affluence.” 

(Statutory partner)
 
Several interviewees talked about the ‘close-knit’ 
nature of their communities that were in some 
ways a legacy of past industry. They described a 
narrative of decline that was sometimes applied 
to their communities, and while recognising the 
economic and social challenges pointed to the 
positive characteristics of the community and 
strength of civil society.

“It’s quite a deprived community, but it’s a 
small, very close-knit community. In our most 
deprived area in [location] we have a very 
vibrant community sector who work and 
support each other, but the opportunities for 
them to reach out into larger employment 
prospects and beyond the area that we serve 
are quite difficult because of transport links.”
(Statutory partner) 

 
The two SIP partners working specifically in 
communities within Glasgow (MsMissMrs) 
and Edinburgh (LIFT) were located in areas 
of high social and economic deprivation, and 
interviewees described changes in patterns of 
housing tenure and the rise of insecure private 
accommodation.

“They knocked down a lot of the council 
houses around here, and rebuilt them. […] We 
kind of talk about social cleansing, [because] 
a lot of people have fell into the private let 
market, purely because they never built 
enough houses back up. The houses round 
here that have been bought, they are now on 
the market for private let at double the rent 
you would have if you had a council house.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

All of these organisations described their focus as 
being primarily on people who were experiencing 
a broad range of disadvantages associated with 
poverty. They discussed the level of prevalence 
of complex needs in areas where they worked, 
including mental health problems and substance 
misuse, which other research by I-SPHERE has 
shown are closely associated with economic 
deprivation (Bramley et al, 2019: 79).
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Areas where CentreStage, COVEY and Stepwell are working; areas in highest decile of Scottish Index of Multiple 
Deprivation 2020, shaded in red. (Source: simd.scot)

Location of MsMissMrs (Glasgow) and LIFT (Edinburgh), yellow markers; areas in highest decile of Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation 2020, shaded in red. (Source: simd.scot)



24

The partners | Findings from the Social Innovation Partnership learning programme: Phase one: November 2019 – June 2021 

Several interviewees from SIP organisations 
commented that they had seen an increase 
in levels of food poverty and other material 
disadvantages facing the people they support, 
particularly as a result of changes to the benefits 
system. This was also echoed by partners 
working in the education system.

“We’ve also got our own food bank, so 
regularly deliver out bags of food to kids. In 
fact, so much so parents now phone in and 
say, ‘We could be doing with a wee top-up, 
or we need this, or we need toiletries.’ That’s 
probably another big difference I’ve seen, is 
families needing food, basics.” 
(Statutory partner)

 
These findings are consistent with those from 
other research, including successive instalments 
of the Destitution in the UK study, that show 
increasing levels of the most severe forms of 
poverty since 2017 (Fitzpatrick et al, 2020). 

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the number of people in work seeking support 
from SIP partners was said to have increased. 

“Pre-COVID, it was always people that were 
on benefits that were coming in the door. 
[Now] we’re actually seeing a lot of families 
who are working coming through the door 
to us.” 

(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

There was also a clear consensus that food 
poverty, while predating the pandemic, had 
accelerated during the course of it.

“I would say over the past year, year-and-
a-half, food poverty seems to be a bit of an 
issue, that there’s a lot more. [… People] just 
physically don’t have enough money to feed 
their families and there’s been a lot more 
foodbanks have popped up.” 

(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)
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Trauma, mental ill health and social isolation

Where SIP partners were supporting people who were experiencing poverty and 
disadvantage, many described various forms of trauma, which have a long-term 
impact throughout their lives.  

Experiences of mental ill health were common 
and were discussed by around half the people 
supported by SIP partners we interviewed, 
particularly depression and anxiety, and ranged 
from mild conditions to severe events such as 
suicide attempts. For some people, these issues 
are compounded by drug or alcohol problems. 

“It could be growing up in a home where 
there’s sexual abuse and it’s not addressed, 
and it festers, and it just continues to go 
on throughout life because nobody knows 
anything different. It could be mental health 
which is massive. It could be physical abuse, 
it could be controlling relationships, it could 
be substance abuse, whether that be alcohol, 
whether it be drugs.”
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
People’s experiences are often associated with 
social isolation, such as anxiety about leaving the 
house or engaging with others. In the absence of 
a support network or accessible sources of help, 
problems can mount up, particularly in the context 
of families where difficulties parents are facing 
have an impact on their children. 

Some interviewees described their sense that 
traditional structures and forms of affiliation 
have changed in recent years, connected to the 
economic changes described above.

“I often feel […] that what we’re trying to 
do now, is recreate communities where 
communities used to naturally be there 
years ago. Families living near each other. 
People supported each other, and that has 
dissipated as people have moved away and 
families live in different areas. I think we’re 
almost trying to artificially recreate that 
sense of community that we’ve lost in some 
ways and lots of the SIP projects are doing 
exactly the same, aren’t they? It’s about 
relationships and community and people.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
However, this picture was complex, with others – 
particularly those working for organisations with a 
strong grounding in a particular place – pointing 
to the strong sense of community that they set as 
a positive contrast with the existence of economic 
and social disadvantage.

“I think we’re almost 
trying to artificially 
recreate that sense 
of community that 
we’ve lost in some 
ways.”
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Engagement with statutory services 

People interacting with SIP partners have often had previous contact with 
multiple statutory services, which was often far from positive. 

This might be because the support provided 
didn’t meet people’s needs, or because they 
were unable or chose not to access it. Several 
interviewees from statutory services described 
this in terms of people being unwilling or unable 
to engage in the support that was offered.

“At that particular time, school were saying, 
‘If we can get this young person back in, then 
we can offer them the full support, and they 
will very quickly pick things back up again’, 
which was difficult. The young person didn’t 
want to engage, parents [had] mental health 
issues, and the family weren’t engaging with 
the support from school.” 
(Statutory leader from SIP organisation)

 
Interviewees from SIP partners felt that this was 
complicated by various forms of stigma that 
people encounter, particularly from statutory 
services, which lead to their needs not being 
taken seriously. Staff from SIP partners described 
encountering attitudes that placed stigma 
or negative judgement on people who were 
experiencing poverty, particularly when engaging 
with social workers and housing services. 

“We know of services — mainly social work —
that when they’re doing home visits, will look 
in cupboards and if there’s not a lot of food 
there they’ll automatically assume that it’s 
neglect. That might not be the case. It might 
be the day before they get their benefit. We 
all run short when we’re coming up to the 
end of the month or the end of whatever, so 
there is an awful lot of prejudgement goes on 
and that’s wrong.” 
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
However, interviewees from statutory services 
offered different perspectives, in particular 
highlighting the limited budgets that were 
available for support. They suggested that this 
inevitably involved needs being met in different 
ways, with engagement with organisations like 
the SIP partners being one important strategy.  
 

“There’s been a renewed focus around about 
[…] community capacity-building, and I think 
that’s having significant impact in the area. 
We’ve got a lot less money than we ever had 
before. Even then, we thought we were poor, 
but actually, when I think about what we’ve 
got now, having came through significant 
bouts of budget cuts, efficiency savings, 
transformational savings, whatever you want 
to call them, in effect it’s been a reduction in 
money in the area.” 
(Statutory partner)

 
Several statutory sector interviews also raised 
concerns about the idea of people becoming 
dependent on social support. While careful not 
to suggest that SIP partners contributed to this 
dependency, they pointed to the importance of 
ensuring that statutory and other services are 
joined up to avoid symptom-led responses to 
issues such as food poverty.

“I think, for some people, they’ve perhaps got 
into habits of dependency, but I think that the 
structures and partnership working across a 
range of services has tried to address some of 
that. I suppose an example of that, in my mind, 
would be food banks. [Asking] ‘if you you’re 
having to come and access food via the food 
bank on a regular basis, let’s explore what’s 
going on, how can we support you?’ I think 
that a lot of those processes have been built 
in in recent years to minimise dependency, 
and I suppose duplication as well.” 
(Statutory partner)
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Conclusions 
The background context that SIP partners are 
working against has a number of common 
features. The organisations are to varying 
extents working with people experiencing 
significant poverty and disadvantage, and many 
are based in communities where these issues 
are more prevalent. Where SIP partners were 
supporting people experiencing these issues, 
many described various forms of trauma, which 
have a long-term impact throughout their lives, 
and experiences of mental ill health were 
common, particularly depression and anxiety.

Many people SIP partners work with have 
had previous contact with multiple services 
that were not positive, either because the 
support provided didn’t meet people’s needs, 
or because they were unable or chose not to 
access it. What is clear is that SIP partners are 
working with people who have consistently 
experienced poor outcomes despite accessing 
support from other sources. In the next chapter, 
we examine the evidence for whether they 
have been able to achieve greater success.
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4. Outcomes for individuals
This chapter addresses the impact that the projects funded through the 
programme have had on the well-being and capabilities of people facing 
social disadvantage and child poverty.
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Through the support that SIP partners provide, people are able to improve their 
confidence, self-awareness and mental health. There are close links between 
these changes and their ability to move towards employment, improve family 
relationships and engage more positively with other services. Together these 
outcomes can be seen as evidence that individuals’ agency – their ability to 
make decisions and pursue goals they have reason to value – is enhanced, 
leading to greater potential for improved well-being. 

Key finding

As described in chapter two, we assess the 
outcomes of SIP partners’ work as the extent to 
which they enhance people’s capabilities – that 
is, real opportunities to be and do things they 
have reason to value. 

Our research found that the relational approach 
taken by most SIP partners  is effective in 
enhancing people’s capabilities, meaning their 
substantive freedom to be and do things they 
have reason to value. Where people are able 
to act on these capabilities, they can achieve 
improvements both in their actual well-being, and 
their ability to achieve their goals or aspirations. 

In our analysis we have made a qualitative 
distinction between what we call ‘being’ and 
‘doing’ capabilities, summarised in the overview 
of this chapter below and explored throughout it. 

The being capabilities that people developed 
from working with SIP organisations describe 
a person’s freedom to achieve individual well-
being. These include confidence and self-
awareness – both of which are divided into 
subtypes corresponding to different situations or 
contexts – as well as mental health and material 
well-being. 

The doing capabilities represent an individual’s 
freedom to achieve their goals or aspirations. 
These include moving towards employment, 
forming positive social relationships and 
improved engagement with other services. 

‘Being’ capabilities

Confidence
• Personal confidence
• Social confidence
• Practical confidence

 

Self-awareness
• Functional self-awareness
• Emotional self awareness
• Imaginative self-awareness

 

Material well-being 

Mental and physical health

‘Doing’ capabilities

Moving towards employment  
or training

Engaging with others and forming 
positive social relationships

Improved family relationships 

Formal engagement with services  
and instructions

Doing new or different things

Improved family relationships

Formal engagement with services  
and institutions 

Outcomes for individuals 
of a relational approach
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Being capabilities 

Confidence

The overwhelming majority of 
people that we interviewed who had 
received support from SIP partners 
reported increases in feelings of 
confidence as a direct result of their 
engagement. 

People described changes in confidence in a 
range of different ways across the whole cohort 
of people we spoke to, which we have divided 
into three broad categories: personal confidence, 
social confidence and practical confidence. 

While there is some overlap between these 
different types of confidence, they reflect our 
findings that the capability of being confident was 
not always consistent across different areas of life 
or environments, and that the same individuals 
could exhibit varying degrees of confidence in 
different settings. 

Personal confidence
Personal confidence describes people having 
the self-belief to try new things or pursue goals 
that they might not have been motivated to 
before engaging with SIP organisations. 

This was particularly important for employment-
focused organisations, where personal 
confidence helped people feel psychologically, 
as well as practically, prepared to take concrete 
steps towards employment or training. This was 
often associated with people overcoming feelings 
of low self-esteem.

“I feel I was holding myself back just because 
I felt I wouldn’t be able to do it. So I would 
just think ‘oh no, I don’t think I’d be good at 
that or I don’t think I’d be able to do that, so 
I’m not even going to bother’.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
One interviewee described personal confidence 
as having the ability to build on the practical skills 
and knowledge they had, and make the step 
towards utilising them. 

“Confidence building is, for me, is also 
working on one’s emotions. Giving you that 
boost to, having that belief that, yes, I can do 
it. It’s also, as much as it is practical, it’s also 
emotional. All the encouragement.”
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Social confidence
Social confidence refers to people feeling able 
to interact with, and relate to, other people 
without feeling anxious or intimidated. 

This capability was often prioritised by 
experience-focused organisations, who actively 
facilitate opportunities for people to engage with 
others via inclusive, low-pressure activities which 
provide a foundation for interaction.

“ (…) a lassie couldn’t, she didn’t know how 
to open up a clove of garlic. I had to show her 
how to do it. Obviously, [staff member] could 
have done it, but she said, ‘Why do you not do 
it, because you know how to do it anyway?’ 
She’s building my confidence up and it was 
building a rapport with this other lassie.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation) 

 
Often, these interactions developed into more 
significant relationships as people recognised 
commonalities in experiences and interests. This 
was particularly important for people who had 
experienced social isolation. 

“It was great to talk to all these other guys 
with similar backgrounds to me that worked 
in shipyards and engineers and whatever. 
Some of them there, like myself, had lost 
their wives and were on their own. The 
camaraderie and the laughs all just came 
back like you were back at work, the feeling 
you got when you were back at work, talking 
and laughing and talking about football.”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation) 
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Practical confidence 
Finally, practical confidence describes people’s 
belief that they possess the practical skills and 
competency to resolve problems, such as when 
interacting with statutory agencies or formal 
institutions.

This was particularly important for family-focused 
organisations, who often played an advocacy role 
in helping people to navigate services. Initially 
this would take the form of helping people to 
resolve issues directly, but this would then help 
people build the confidence to deal with future 
problems for themselves.

“I’m listening to [staff member] on the 
phone, and it’s me picking up on that, what 
resources she used, and how she went about 
it, so I actually listened to the way she did 
it, and I did it myself then. And then I would 
phone [staff member] to explain how I did 
it, and she’d say, “you did it all by yourself”. 
And I’d say, yeah, but through the help from 
you, through listening.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

Similarly to personal confidence, this was not just 
about people having the knowledge and skills 
to engage with statutory services, but also being 
empowered to know what they should be able 
to expect and ask from people in a position of 
authority.

“They go the housing officer and say, ‘Oh, I’m 
sorry, but I’m not going to accept that house 
because I know there are drug dealers in 
that street, and I’ve got a two-year-old.’ What 
happens is, when judgement comes in, they’ll 
say, ‘Well, you won’t get a house if you don’t 
take it,’ they’ll challenge it and they’ll say, 
‘Well, would you let your child live here?’” 
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
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Self-awareness
Many people described how support from 
SIP partners, and individual staff members in 
particular, had helped them better understand 
certain aspects of themselves and their 
circumstances. 

This self-awareness ultimately enabled them to 
think about the future and take decisions that 
are in their best interests, where, previously, 
they might have felt uncertain of their options or 
preferences

Functional self-awareness
Functional self-awareness involves people 
becoming more aware of their skills, strengths 
and weaknesses, which helps them to 
determine courses of action relating to their 
career or education.

Most examples of this were seen in organisations 
focused on employment, where people were 
provided with focused support such as mentoring 
or coaching. 

“What we mainly talked about was what I 
need to do in school, taking advantage of  
my abilities, not beating myself up and 
reflecting on who I am and what I am  
and what I can do.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
This kind of support was particularly valued by 
young people who had left school and were 
academically high-achieving, and already starting 
to think about their career prospects, either at 
school or early in their career.

“I find things difficult and I’m just like, ‘Why 
am I finding this difficult? Why am I finding it 
that?’ Surely, I’m a graduate so I shouldn’t feel 
like that, or I should be able to pick it up. She’s 
like, ‘No, this is what a lot of people have had, 
problems with creativity and focus.’”

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
In some cases, improved self-awareness 
developed through practical opportunities to gain 
workplace experience, even if these ultimately 
caused people to rule out particular avenues, 
rather than pursue them.

“The first [work experience] I did was primary 
teaching. I got to experience — I got to 
shadow a teacher — and see what their role 
is like. 

I was able to narrow down what I wanted to 
at university, and primary teaching wasn’t 
one of them, so I thought that was helpful.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Emotional self-awareness
Emotional self-awareness allows people to 
become more attuned to their emotions, 
which could provide clarity when dealing with 
personal situations and relationships.

Certain activities orchestrated by experience-
focused organisations allowed people to 
experience things that are outside of, and 
beyond, the realms of their previous experiences, 
such as foreign travel or performing in public and 
creative projects.

Some people taking part in these activities had 
low self-regard owing to certain stigmatising life 
experiences, such as addiction or experience 
of abuse, and found it hard to envisage positive 
outcomes for themselves. Participating in novel 
activities allowed them to reflect on what they 
were capable of and, moreover, deserved.

“I never thought I was good enough for 
music. I thought was only good enough to 
listen to it, so I didn’t know there was this 
singing thing that I could do.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
As well as taking part in activities, the interactions 
that people had with others, described earlier in 
terms of social confidence, also helped them to 
become aware of their own reactions to others.

“I was conscious every time he come 
through, [he said] ‘thank you so much, [other 
person], you’re a star. That’s great, thank 
you.’ Whereas, before, I might have been 
a zombie and not recognised it; not even 
understood the benefits that he might have 
got just by a thank-you or whatever.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
Individuals accessing family based support 
indicated that they had come to better 
understand their emotional states, though this 
was chiefly through in-depth one-to-one support, 
rather than from direct interactions with others.
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People were able, and encouraged, to contact 
service staff to discuss how they were feeling 
and were given the space to talk through their 
emotions.

“I was just telling her I wasn’t feeling it, I 
didn’ae want to… you know when you just 
want to be on your own, type thing? So she 
said, alright, you’ve one of your off days. 
But it’s good, she said, now you can tell me 
how you’re feeling. Because she phoned me 
because she was worried about me.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
Imaginative self-awareness
Imaginative self-awareness describes the 
ability of people to see possibilities and 
potential for their lives that they were not 
previously able to.

Experience-focused organisations that placed a 
heavy emphasis on creativity often helped people 
see new opportunities. These were commonly 
attributed to encouragement and support from 
organisational staff, who ensured that novel 
experiences were construed as positive ones.

“Somebody’s encouraging me to do 
something creative? See these wee magic 
moments? See the fact that the first time I 
drew a picture then there’s the art teacher, 
and he’s like, ‘Wow. Where did you get that 
idea?’ See all these magic ideas that I have? 
They wouldn’t have been able to escape. 
They wouldn’t have any breathing space. 
They’d be suffocating.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
In the context of family-focused organisations, 
discussing and addressing problems with support 
workers appeared to enable people to gain 
greater perspective on their circumstances, in 
some cases causing people to contemplate 
fundamental changes to their lives which they 
previously may have not considered, or had the 
confidence to put into action.

“It came from looking at my kids and 
thinking, they can’t sit and wait for Dad to 
come in from work to start shouting and nag 
about toys on the floor, and nag about a pen 
mark on the wall. It’s not the way the kids 
should be living. I certainly shouldn’t be living 
with this.”
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
Imaginative self-awareness can be seen as a 
process through which people reflect on and 
potentially challenge their ‘adaptive preferences’ 
– the ways in which they have changed their view 
of what is desirable in order to reflect what they 
believe to be possible. 

“See all these magic 
ideas that I have? They 
wouldn’t have been 
able to escape. They 
wouldn’t have any 
breathing space. They’d 
be suffocating.”
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Material well-being

While confidence and self-awareness 
are key components of the change 
that support from SIP partners 
appears to bring about, many – and 
particularly those that are experience 
and family-focused – also have a 
clear focus on improving people’s 
immediate material circumstances, 
both financially and in terms of 
access to safe and secure housing.

The support that staff from SIP organisations 
offered ranged from providing advice and 
guidance, for instance on budgeting or help with 
benefit entitlements, to direct advocacy. The 
latter was particularly important for family-focused 
organisations where, for example, staff described 
intervening to resolve housing issues on people’s 
behalf.

“Say, for instance, one of my clients, they’re 
in a two-bedroomed house and they’ve 
got four children – so I have to fight with 
[agency*] to try and get them priority at the 
moment for them to get a bigger house, and 
it’s very difficult to get that. I’ve been doing 
that recently. I do that quite a lot.”
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
Many SIP partners also seek to improve people’s 
immediate material circumstances, and provide 
support around finances, housing and benefit-
entitlements. In some cases, particularly during 
COVID-19, they have also provided food packages 
and forms of direct aid. They do this in ways that 
are accompanied by other forms of support. 

“Even during COVID they’ve been really 
helpful, they’ve brought food and stuff like 
that. To the door, they leave it at the door 
obviously, they couldn’t come into the house, 
they’d have a conversation with you at the 
door, the two metre distance thing, just to 
make sure you were alright.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
Material well-being has been included here as a 
being capability because it provides a basis for 
the freedom to pursue further doing capabilities 
For example, improvements in somebody’s 
financial situation might allow them to pursue 
further education by helping them meet the 
associated costs such as transport and food. 

It would be hoped that the wider improvements 
described earlier, such as people moving towards 
employment, will help to improve people’s longer-
term material circumstances, and in so doing 
help enable them to exit poverty in a sustained 
way. However, the first phase of our work was not 
designed to gather evidence of sustained change 
in people’s material circumstances. The second 
phase of the programme involves qualitative 
longitudinal interviews which seek to examine in 
more detail the nature and extent of any changes 
in the material circumstances of people over time 
following support from SIP partners. This work 
will be designed to capture a broader range of 
experiences and also assess the extent to which 
the changes in capabilities we have identified are 
sustained over a longer period of time.
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Mental and physical health

As well as attitudinal changes such 
as confidence and self-awareness, 
people described improvements 
in their mental well-being either 
directly or indirectly as a result of 
support they had received. 

Some expressed this directly in terms of 
improvements in their mental health such as 
reduced levels of depression or anxiety.

“As I said, nearly just over a year. It's like a 
complete turnaround for the person I was 
back to the person I am now. As I said, even 
though we've had all these speedbumps in 
between, I'm back out the other side, and I'd 
probably say 80 per cent better than what 
I was last year. Still on my medication and 
stuff, but definitely a lot better.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
 
For others, the change was seen in terms of their 
spirits being lifted, feeling ‘settled’, or simply 
being able to engage in day-to-day activities. 
 
 
 
 

“I do feel different, but I actually couldn't 
describe it. My mental health is better, 
but I don't know whether that's to do with 
budgeting better and not worrying about 
money so much. Being able to cook, instead 
of burning everything!” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
Some people also described improvements in 
their physical health, although they saw these as 
very closely associated with their mental well-
being.

“I think I'm definitely a healthier person. I'm 
definitely a less cynical person. I was at a 
funeral […] last Wednesday, and I met my 
family for the first time for a while there, and 
a lot of them were making points how much 
more healthier I was looking, and a couple of 
friends have made that point there. Although, 
I did pull my girlfriend up, because she said, 
'You look 100 times better.' Hang on a minute, 
100 times better? […] But I knew what she 
meant…”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
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While the changes we saw in terms of confidence and self-awareness were 
very consistent among those we interviewed, the impact this had on people 
developing other capabilities – and translating these into realised achievements 
or functionings – was more variable. The first phase of our work was not designed 
to gather evidence of sustained change in people’s material circumstances, and 
this will be a significant part of the second phase of the research. This work will be 
designed to capture a broader range of experiences and also assess the extent to 
which the changes in capabilities we have identified are sustained over a longer 
period of time.

Key finding
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Doing Capabilities

The being capabilities described above contribute 
to people’s freedom to do a range of things that 
they might not have previously been able to, or 
even considered. The principal doing capabilities 
and their links to specific being capabilities are 
described in turn. 

Moving towards  
employment or training

SIP partners, particularly those 
specifically focused on supporting 
people towards work, helped people 
to pursue opportunities for jobs and 
training through improved personal and 
practical confidence, and functional 
self-awareness.  
 
The majority of people who had engaged with 
employment-focused services reported having 
poor mental health, at the time of first coming 
into contact with SIP organisations, that held 
them back from actively pursuing employment or 
training opportunities. For instance, one person 
described general feelings of demotivation.

“Interviewer: Do you have a sense of what 
you might be doing now, had you not been 
involved with [organisation*]?

Male: Probably sitting about doing nothing, to 
be honest. I had no ambition to go out and find 
a job or anything like that.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
For others, cultural, and not solely personal, factors 
acted as impediments to gaining a foothold in the 
world of work. For example, one interviewee not 
originally from Scotland, described struggling to 
adapt to a different society, specifically regarding 
communication.

“ … the most times as a result of what you 
feel, they won’t understand you and you won’t 
understand them, so you shut up. You shut 
yourself up. Being taught to be open and then 
try and relate with people better.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
As described earlier, employment-focused 
organisations helped people to overcome these 
feelings by improving their personal confidence.

Most people who had received support from these 
organisations attributed an increase in personal 
confidence to positive relationships with, and 
encouragement from, staff.

“So it did end up having a really good impact 
on the rest of what I had left of school anyway. 
Teachers did comment on seeing a difference 
in me, seeing a difference in my attendance 
and my effort and stuff like that. So I really did 
have a good experience with my mentor.”
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Most people using employment-focused SIP 
services said that they also gained practical 
confidence to take steps towards employment, 
such as CV writing and interview technique.

“[They’ve] helped me make my CV a wee 
bit better because before it was absolutely 
rubbish. Now I feel as if I can go to employers 
with my CV and think, well, it’s a bit better. 
[Organisation] helped with that.”  
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

“She [staff member] just give scenarios, that, 
okay, you could be asked this question and 
if you are asked this question, this is what 
you should answer. Going over those things 
helps build my confidence back up. If I attend 
an interview and I’m asked those questions, I 
should be able to answer very well, using those 
techniques.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
This practical confidence also extended to knowing 
what to expect, and how to act, in a workplace 
environment, and younger people particularly 
valued opportunities to gain first-hand experience 
of work.

“So it was really good to be in a professional 
environment for the first time. I’d not long left 
school, so I’d never really had a chance to be 
in that kind of environment before.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
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In some cases, these opportunities allowed 
people to develop ‘soft skills’ that would help 
them to navigate workplace situations.

“ …for my first internship, my boss felt like I 
didn’t focus or concentrate or any of these 
things. She [Staff member] helped to see, 
how to don’t be afraid to ask, ‘Is this what 
you want me to do,’ just to double-check, 
to confirm, and make it sound like I’m just 
confirming. It’s not like I haven’t heard you, 
kind of thing.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Employment-focused organisations helped 
people to understand their interests and skills 
through intensive one-to-one relationships, 
particularly those earlier in their career. Gaining 
self-awareness in this way helped people pursue 
paths of action that capitalised on these insights.

“What I was planning on doing is going into 
that job and then getting trained how to do it 
and then work with them for a bit and once 
I feel like I’m satisfied with what I’ve learnt, 
try and reach out to a bigger company that 
does the same things so I can go and work 
for a bigger company and just keep pursuing 
better qualifications whilst working.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
In some instances, people did not feel as able 
to realise the capability of moving towards 
employment due to external circumstances, such 
as family commitments.

“I have told [Staff member] that I’m not really 
looking for a job right now. I am looking, but 
if it was right I would go for it, but right now 
I’m caring for my dad and stuff.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
The person quoted above still indicated that 
they had developed both their functional self-
awareness and practical confidence, even if they 
weren’t in a position to fully capitalise on it.

“Interviewer: (…) but do you have a kind of 
longer-term idea of what you might want to 
do?

Interviewee: A little bit, yes. I would really 
like to get into coaching and volunteering 
at [Organisation], and you never know, that 
could turn into a job down the line.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 

One person indicated that their own mental 
health was obstructing their ability to focus on 
employment. In this situation, the organisation 
in question was able to source external support 
to help enable them continue working towards 
employment. 

“I did say to her [staff member], I was like, ‘I 
don’t think I can go on, searching for another 
one, if this isn’t dealt with. She was like, ‘I 
agree with you.’ She’s gotten me [therapist] 
on a Friday to talk to. Additional support, 
which is great.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Indeed, there are other examples of organisations 
providing additional, personalised forms of 
support that contribute towards people’s ability to 
move towards employment, training or education. 
For another person, this came in the form of 
material help as the SIP organisation with whom 
they worked provided a laptop in order for them 
to participate in a course of study.

 

“I would really like 
to get into coaching 
and volunteering... 
you never know, that 
could turn into a job 
down the line. “
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Forming positive social relationships

SIP organisations provide opportunities for 
people to interact with others in a way that 
allows them to develop their social confidence, 
ultimately enabling them to form positive 
relationships with others both within, and 
outside of, organisations.

Several people said they had few significant 
social contacts and many felt isolated, lacking 
interactions and sources of support. There were a 
variety of reasons that people found themselves 
in this situation, including bereavement, 
redundancy, or simply being anxious about 
meeting new people.

SIP partners of all kinds created opportunities for 
people to connect with others, which played a role 
in building social confidence. 

“I did a [training] course with them there, 
and again, whilst the course was fairly 
basic, you’re sitting there with four or five 
other people who are in similar situations 
as yourself, and they’re so diverse. I’m very, 
very old, and a lot of people were younger, 
and girls, guys, the whole shebang, and you 
realise very slowly that you’re mingling.”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

There is evidence that several people were 
able to form new relationships outside of the 
organisations with which they are involved as 
a direct consequence of the social confidence 
they gained, as the person previously quoted 
describes.

“It’s great, because I think what they built 
initially, put the foundation in, allowed me to 
then interact with the neighbours there. Then 
I managed to build myself up on my own a 
wee bit after there, and then I’ve gone back 
to [organisation] now and they’re reinforcing 
and they’re developing even further.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
Improved emotional self-awareness was also 
significant in forming positive social relationships, 
particularly for experience-focused organisations. 
As people came to better understand their own 
emotions, they found it easier to relate to, and 
connect with, others. 

Positive social relationships here refer to both 
casual interactions, as well as more significant 
relationships, such as friendships or feeling part of 
a community.  

One person described how seeing the variety 
of people that are brought together by an 
experience-focused organisation allowed them to 
develop greater empathy for those with different 
needs and become more engaged with their 
community.

“They give a lot of people, I mean, I’m all 
right, at that time I was just really sad, down, 
depressed. There’s people there with more 
needs than I even ever had, and I get help. 
There’s people there and I’ve got an empathy 
now, I’ve got more of an empathy with 
people I see down there in wheelchairs, with 
Alzheimer’s, dementia. You think to yourself, 
I’m quite lucky that I can get about and sing 
now and enjoy life.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
For this person, being connected to others 
through a community was a novel experience but 
one that they were keen to be involved with.

“Well, as I said, I think it has given me more of 
a community, being part of something which 
I never, ever really had before, except for 
my marriage. I never, ever had a community 
thing. I was never into communities. I was 
never involved.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
There was variation in the strength and 
significance of social relationships that people 
established as a result of engaging with SIP 
organisations. For instance, one person, while 
describing improved social confidence – “ I 
wouldn’t approach people before. If they spoke to 
me, I’d maybe answer back but now I go up and 
speak to people” –  also said that they did not 
think it was appropriate to form relationships with 
people they met through activities: “I find there’s 
a barrier. I don’t think you should personally get 
involved with other [people].” (Person supported 
by experience-focused organisation.)

Others said they had formed closer friendships 
that extended beyond organisational activities.

“Yes, I’ve got some really good friends who I 
see outwith [organisation], we don’t see much 
of each other just now because of lockdown, 
but that’s why we go to work a lot, because 
you can see everybody at work! Yes, I’ve got 
some really good friends from [organisation].”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
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Improved family relationships
Family-focused SIP partners worked 
extensively to help improve the relationships 
people had with other members of their family. 
Sometimes this support was coordinated to 
help whole families, other times, it focused 
on individuals in ways that could contribute 
beneficially to wider family life.  
 
People were able to work closely with 
organisational staff and volunteers to identify 
ways in which their emotions affect their 
relationships.

“[Support worker] had stood and was like a 
mentor for me and [youngest child] to be able 
to say right, we can stop the situation what’s 
happened and we can move forward. Where 
beforehand I’m not good at letting things go, 
[…] see if you’ve annoyed me in the morning 
I won’t let it drop, I need to keep that you 
annoyed me, get out my face, you annoyed 
me.Where that obviously doesn’t then help 
[youngest child’s] mental health because I’m 
pushing him away where they’ve actually 
opened mine and [youngest child’s] eyes to 
right, there’s other ways we can deal with it.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
 
This was echoed by statutory partners who had 
worked with families, who noted the importance 
of being able to provide emotional support 
alongside practical help with issues such as 
financial problems.

“I think we have a lot of financial supports 
available, but we don’t always have the 
emotional support to assist people to really, 
truly unpack and understand that, to have 
the support of someone who will assess them 
in going through the process and discuss the 
challenges.” 

(Statutory partner)
 

A focus on family life motivated people to make 
positive changes that demonstrated the desire 
for a harmonious and functional domestic life. 
For example, the same person quoted above 
resolved to pursue employment to provide family 
stability, and a good example for her children.

“I want to show my kids that, yes, your 
mum’s got mental health, but do you know 
what? She got up and she did something 
with it and is not sitting dwelling. I sat and I 
dwelled for five years when I didn’t have my 
kids. Now they’re back, I need to show willing 
that they came back and they’re back to a 
mammy that they can be proud of.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

“I want to show my kids 
that, yes, your mum’s 
got mental health, but 
do you know what? 
She got up and she did 
something with it.”
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Engagement with services
The issues faced by families often 
encompassed relations with formal institutions, 
such as schools and social services, for example 
children not attending school or parents 
struggling with processes such as benefit 
claims. Family-focused SIP organisations 
worked with people to help them to interact 
with formal institutions and be more confident 
in doing so in the future.

In some cases, organisational workers gave 
people direct help. In one particular case, the 
SIP organisation was able to help someone 
come to an agreement concerning their child’s 
schooling after months of back and forth with the 
school without solution. This lack of progress was 
primarily due to the parent’s fear of action that 
might be taken by statutory authorities.

“I couldn’t do anything about it because 
I’ve constantly got this fear he’s still 15, 
he can still get removed. My daughter’s 
16, can’t remove her now but you can still 
take my son away so to me I’ve got to go 
with this checklist and it was [organisation] 
that actually said. No, you need to go 
with what’s better for your son, forget the 
checklist.’ There’s people in place to now say 
if anything was to come up about [youngest 
child] getting removed; ‘No, that’s not what’s 
best because mum’s actually doing what’s 
best for him with giving him a rest.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
 
Being backed-up by the organisation gave the 
parent confidence that they were acting in their 
child’s best interest.

Some people indicated that although they had 
acquired some ability to deal with formal services, 
some processes are inherently complex, or 
ineffective, necessitating the need for help in the 
first place. 

“ I was at the school more times than what 
my son was. My son would go there in the 
morning. School doesn’t start until five 
to nine, guaranteed I’d get a phone call 
between quarter to nine and five to nine 
asking me to go for a meeting. Then they’d 
say, ‘Right, fine, we’ll still keep him in school.’ 
After that meeting I’d leave, I’d get a phone 
call at break, ‘Can you come back in for a 
meeting at 12 o’clock?’ I’d leave. ‘Can you 
come back in for a meeting at two o’clock?’ 
and this was while still having the meeting in 
the morning with a teacher.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
 
Finally, there was some evidence that through 
working with staff on practical issues people 
found the confidence to independently look for 
solutions to their problems. 

“I’ve become more reliant on myself. I don’t 
need – I’ll go about doing things myself, and 
then I’ll run it by [staff member], and she’ll 
be like, “that’s a start isn’t it? That’s great.” 
She’ll say, “you’ve done all that by yourself.”

(Person supported by family-focused organisation) 
 
This went beyond simply resolving immediate 
difficulties, and included wider changes in their 
lives that could have a long-term impact. There 
was evidence of a close connection between self-
awareness and confidence, as highlighted by one 
leader of a SIP organisation when describing how 
people’s outlook changed through participating in 
their programme. 

“They expect more from life. They just don’t 
say, ‘Right, okay, that’s acceptable […] they 
want more. Their relationships change. 
Often, some leave relationships or form new 
relationships. Some get jobs, some leave their 
jobs. Personally, for each and every single 
one of them, what we do notice is that they 
reconnect with themselves on a level that they 
maybe didn’t have the chance to do before.”

(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

“I’ve become more 
reliant on myself. I 
don’t need – I’ll go 
about doing things 
myself...”
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Doing new or different things
SIP partners, particularly those that were 
experience-focused, facilitate activities that 
people using those services would be unlikely 
to organise, or even consider, for themselves. 
Engaging in these new or different experiences 
helped people to recognise an enhanced range 
of possibilities for what they were able to do in 
their lives. 

The specific nature of these possibilities was less 
important for people we interviewed than the fact 
that they had the capability to pursue them, and 
an accompanying mindset which makes them 
open to other possibilities. 

“You realise there’s more to life than lying 
in your bed and not having anyone to talk 
to and it encourages you to put yourself 
forward for courses and other things that you 
wouldn’t have had the confidence to do in 
the first place and it makes you feel worthy, if 
you like, would be the word. Whether you’re 
speaking up in public, or interacting with 
things that you wouldn’t feel you had the 
courage to do.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 

As indicated in the previous quotation, personal 
confidence is closely connected to imaginative 
self-awareness in people’s ability to pursue new 
experiences, or engage in unfamiliar activities.

“I will always be very thankful for 
[organisation] because the confidence 
I have now is thanks to [organisation]. 
I’ve spoken at events, I’ve spoken to the 
Scottish government, I’ve spoken to Scottish 
Parliament and things like that. It’s really 
important that that’s all come from that, 
because without that, I wouldn’t have been 
able to do that.”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

“You realise there’s more 
to life than lying in your 
bed and not having 
anyone to talk to...”
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Conclusions 
Our findings demonstrate that support that 
SIP partners provide has enhanced people’s 
capabilities in a range of positive ways. 

In terms of being capabilities, people were 
able to develop their confidence, understood 
as having the self-belief to try new things or 
pursue goals, being able interact and relate 
to other people, and developing the practical 
skills and competency to resolve problems. 
They were also able to become more self-
aware in understanding their skills, strengths 
and weaknesses, being attuned to their 
emotions, and being able see possibilities 
and potential for their lives that they were not 
previously able to.

In terms of doing capabilities, we found that 
support from SIP partners helped people to 
move towards employment or training, form 
positive social relationships either within 
or beyond SIP partners, and improve their 
family relationships. The latter was closely 
connected to an ability to engage more 
effectively with other statutory and voluntary 
sector services. Finally, SIP partners gave 
people opportunities to do new or different 
things, which helped them recognise an 
enhanced range of possibilities for what they 
were able to do in their lives.

In all of these cases, the development of 
different or enhanced forms of confidence 
and self-awareness formed the core of the 
change that people experience, but these 
links were complex. Developing one or more 
kind of being capability may contribute to 
the realisation of different kinds of doing 
capability. For example, practical confidence 
may enable some people to pursue 
employment opportunities, while for others, it 
can help them to engage more effectively with 
services. 

Equally, there may be links in both directions: 
for instance, being able to manage finances 
may have a positive impact on someone’s 
mental health. Furthermore, more than one 
capability of each kind may be linked to more 
than one of the other. 

A common theme across our findings is 
that the difference SIP partners create is 
fundamentally about how people engage 
both with social support, their communities 
and wider society. Our research shows that 
by enhancing people’s capabilities, they 
create the conditions for people to access a 
wider range of choices and possibilities for 
what they are able to do in their lives. This 
can be seen as evidence that individuals’ 
agency – their ability to make decisions and 
pursue goals they have reason to value – is 
enhanced, leading to greater potential for 
improved well-being. 

While the changes we saw in terms of 
confidence and self-awareness were very 
consistent, the impact this had on people 
developing other capabilities – and translating 
these into realised achievements or 
functionings – was more variable. However, 
the first phase of our work was not designed 
to gather evidence of sustained change in 
people’s material circumstances. The second 
phase of the programme involves qualitative 
longitudinal interviews which seek to examine 
in more detail the nature and extent of any 
changes in the material circumstances of 
people over time following support from 
SIP partners. This work will be designed to 
capture a broader range of experiences and 
also assess the extent to which the changes in 
capabilities we have identified are sustained 
over a longer period of time.
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5. Key components of a  
relational approach 
Most SIP partners take a relational and highly adaptable approach to 
providing support to individuals. They do this through employing a 
combination of ten ‘key components’ that represent how they support 
people to relate to each other, and the activities that they organise. 
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Most SIP partners adopt a relational and highly adaptable approach to providing 
support that consistently succeeds in helping people to develop their capabilities. 
The key components of this approach include building close, consistent 
relationships that help people to build confidence, and creating situations where 
people are able to make meaningful choices in a safe environment.  

Key finding

This chapter addresses research question 
2, which focuses on the extent to which the 
relational approach taken by most of the SIP 
partners accounts for the enhanced ‘being’ and 
‘doing’ capabilities discussed in chapter four. 

As noted in chapter two, in analysing social 
programmes, such as those provided by SIP 
organisations, realist evaluation seeks to go 
beyond simply answering ‘what works’ to 
addressing ‘why’ and ‘how’ programmes produce 
particular outcomes in particular circumstances. 
In other words, we are seeking to establish what 
it is about these relational approaches that may 
enable people to develop enhanced capabilities. 

Unlike many realist evaluations which focus on a 
single programme, or even a single intervention, 
the SIP learning programme involves analysing 
a wide spectrum of activity across multiple 
organisations. 

We have therefore sought to identify the 
underlying causal mechanisms (‘components’) 
that underpin the work of SIP partners who 
adopt a relational approach, recognising that 
their relevance may vary between particular 
organisations and organisational types. 

The following section outlines ten of the most 
prominent causal components of relational 
approaches that we have identified through 
analysis of our interviews and further exploratory 
conversations with practitioners. These are 
captured in the overview of this chapter below, 
which shows the division between those key 
components associated with how people relate 
to each other in the context of SIP partners’ work, 
and those associated with particular activities 
they facilitate. 

Relationships 

• Proximity
• Consistency
• Positivity
• Reciprocity
• Relating 

 

Activities 

• Sensitivity
• Adaptability
• Inclusion
• Novelty
• Agency 

 

Key components  
of a relational approach
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Relationships

Proximity
Relationships between staff, or volunteers, and 
people receiving support from SIP partners –
are characterised by ‘proximity’ or closeness, 
and balance familiarity with professionalism. 

Staff are seen as distinct from both existing 
services and from people’s social networks, which 
allows people to perceive staff as friends, while 
also recognising their formal skills in providing 
support. This means people felt staff were not 
seeking to judge them and therefore felt more 
comfortable ‘opening up’. 

Many of the staff from SIP partners we 
interviewed stressed that they aimed to achieve 
more equal relationships with people they 
supported, described working alongside them. 
This was presented as a deliberate contrast to 
some statutory services in which relationships are 
seen as more hierarchical. 

People who received support echoed this 
as they distinguished their relationships with 
organisational workers from those they had 
experienced in other institutions, for example 
schools.

“That’s the beauty of the mentoring 
programme because when you meet your 
mentor, it’s also that same thing where it’s 
not a teacher. It’s a friend that you’re looking 
at, and you can trust them.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
Describing staff, or volunteers, as ‘friends’ was 
common among people who had received 
support. However, they also recognised the 
unique context of these types of friendships in 
which staff were detached from people’s existing 
social networks.

“It was nice to speak to someone that didn’t 
really have any previous knowledge of me, so 
couldn’t really judge me. Then they weren’t 
like a teacher either, so it was a nice in 
between.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This sense of not being judged was crucial for 
many people in feeling comfortable in ‘opening 
up’ to staff which acted as the basis for identifying 
and addressing issues, concerns or problems.

“Anybody that knows me, knows that I’m not 
one for talking about my feelings because 
I hate facing them, but with mentors and 
the staff at [Organisation], I felt comfortable 
telling them. It’s very hard for me to tell my 
friends – even my closest ones – but with 
[Organisation] I could tell them anything, and 
it would make me feel a bit better.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
The way that staff combined friendship and 
professionalism, balancing closeness and 
detachment, meant that people receiving support 
saw their relationships with staff not just as 
friendly, but also as purposive. 

“She [staff member] just came in and she 
just pinpoints, and I think that’s a real skill to 
do that there. I think recognising that, from 
my point of view, means that when I speak 
to her there it’s not just a normal chat; it’s a 
real skilled, in-depth analysis of what we’re 
actually talking about. Yes, we can have a 
chit-chat, but then it’s the actual specifics 
that she’ll just grab on.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

“It was nice to speak 
to someone that didn’t 
really have any previous 
knowledge of me, so 
couldn’t really judge me.”
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Consistency
People receiving support from SIP partners 
usually had a particular staff member, or 
volunteer, as their primary contact, establishing 
a consistent relationship. Organisations also 
maintained regular contact with people using 
their services, often informally ‘checking in’ 
with individuals and encouraging people 
to stay in touch. This consistency, and the 
availability of staff, assured people that 
somebody is invested in their well-being and 
represents their interests.  
 
A number of staff from SIP partners described 
how the support they provided was a constant 
in people’s lives and that this was especially 
important where people faced uncertainty over 
their circumstances or in relation to their future.

“It’s relentless, it’s consistency, it’s going to 
happen, whereas they were so uncertain 
in their life at that period of time, so much 
uncertainty, that we were the certain thing 
that was happening in life. Hey, Jonny, we’ll 
phone you on Wednesday, we always phone 
them on a Wednesday. Do you need me 
on a Friday? We’ll phone on a Friday. Just 
something that was certain in their life that 
would be happening at that time.” 
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
One consequence of this was that people 
receiving support felt better able to deal with 
immediate challenges or difficulties in the 
knowledge that SIP partners would be there to 
provide respite and sympathy.

“So I think that’s the thing that allows me to 
feel vulnerable, because I know that they’re 
there if I ever needed it. Knowing they’re 
going to Zoom call every Friday, and we 
might have a couple of things in between, 
but when I know that I’ve got that, then 
there’s a real safety net there, if you have a 
pretty rubbish week, or anything like that.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
The consistency of relationship also reassured 
people that someone was personally Invested in 
their well-being and committed to helping them, 
helping to build trust.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Well, the other people just didn’t have the 
time. They’d say they’d get back to you, 
“aye, we’ll do this, we’ll do that”. Didnae do 
it. But [staff member] gets back to you right 
away as well, right away, about everything. 
Anything. She’ll say to me, “if you’ve got a 
problem, let me know and we’ll get it dealt 
with.” And she’s always dealt with it. 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
The advice and support received from staff or 
volunteers was perceived as having greater 
legitimacy because people have reason to 
believe their best interests are being served. 
In employment-focused organisations, this 
meant people trusted staff to help them make 
fundamental choices about their career prospects.

“I didn’t know what I wanted to do, and I think 
that’s important to have someone that can 
support you and recognise what your skills 
are. Sometimes you don’t even know what 
your own skills are and it’s good to know that 
someone can recognise that for you.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
In family-focused organisations, consistency 
in relationships was particularly important in 
reassuring people that they were important 
and valued, even when specific support wasn’t 
required. 

“[Staff member] doesn’t work weekends and 
you don’t get that, that workers actually care 
enough like, ‘No, she was really bad when I 
spoke to her on Friday, I just need to check in 
and make sure she’s okay.’ That’s taking your 
work to another level, that’s I’m not just a 
number on a sheet, to me she actually cares 
and that means something to me.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
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Positivity
Organisational staff provide regular 
encouragement and positive feedback to 
people receiving support, acknowledging 
and validating their participation and 
accomplishments. This made people feel more 
confident about their own competence and 
helps them realise their potential for success.

Many people supported by SIP partners reported 
that staff and volunteers gave them consistent 
encouragement. For some, this was done in a 
general way.

“I think the praise; ‘you’re capable of 
anything’ kind of thing, they’ll tell you, ‘if you 
want to go for it nobody’s stopping you and 
we’ll encourage that every way possible’.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
For others, this positive affirmation related to 
people’s specific actions or goals, particularly in 
the case of employment-focused organisations.

“When she was looking at my work as well, 
she was like, ‘Okay, you can actually do this 
for a living. You can go for freelance. You’re 
really good at this, infographics, you can sell 
that.’ She’s giving me ideas of how I can, at 
this time, make money and everything.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

As a result, people who lacked self-belief felt 
reassured in their abilities and their potential to 
be successful in their pursuits, or to cope in a 
given situation.

“I don’t believe in any barriers holding me 
back when I am ready to go after any job. 
From all she has told me, irrespective of my 
background, irrespective of my race. The 
diversity that has been reached makes me 
believe that I can go for any job, and if I’m 
good I’ll qualify, I’ll be given the opportunity 
to do the job. That is a result of coming in 
contact with [leader] and her group.”
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
In experience-focused organisations, positivity 
from staff also ensured that new experiences 
are seen as constructive and worthwhile, where 
people might otherwise find them intimidating.

“… realising you can learn something new 
with the encouragement behind it, it’s not a 
chore. Yeah, I’m doing something new rather 
than working for it, if you like.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
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Reciprocity
In some cases, the strong, consistent 
relationships that are formed between SIP 
partners’ staff and people they work with (as 
described in the sections above) motivate 
people to reciprocate the support they have 
received, and the investment that staff and 
volunteers have placed in them, such as 
through demonstrating their progress against 
personal goals. 

In sustaining the kinds of relationships described 
so far, organisational staff expend considerable 
time and effort showing the people with whom 
they work that they are invested in their well-being.

People acknowledged the faith that organisational 
staff had shown in them, and described a desire to 
justify that faith through demonstrating progress, 
or achievement. One person described this in 
terms of the specific relationship they had with a 
member of staff.

“With her saying, ‘See if I text you to you 
don’t text me back, I’m phoning you, and if I 
phone you and you don’t answer, I’m going to 
come to your door,’ she says, ‘and if you don’t 
answer your door, I’m going to just stand 
there and I’m going to just keep chatting until 
you answer.’ I think that was just, ‘Do you 
know what? If she can, if that’s the work that 
as it is for me. You know what I mean?”

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 

For another person, the sense of wanting to 
reciprocate was at an organisational as well as a 
personal level. 

“ I want to get a job, and I need to get a 
job, but it’s as much for [staff member] and 
[organisation] as it is for me. You know what 
I mean?”

 (Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
In several cases, people’s experience of receiving 
support from a SIP partner led them to volunteer 
their own time to help others, in recognition of the 
impact the support had on them, and a sense of 
affiliation to the organisation’s mission.

“If I need to get work done for this 
organisation, I’m going to do it. Since then, 
I’ve vowed my entire self to [organisation] 
and doing anything they need me to.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
As noted earlier, people represented in our 
sample were likely to have had higher levels 
of engagement with SIP organisations, and 
can therefore be assumed to have responded 
positively to the kind of relationships described 
here. 
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Relating
Most of the SIP partners facilitate group 
activities at which people can mix with others 
receiving support. Through these interactions, 
people gain a sense of perspective on their 
own circumstances and feel better able to 
confront problems or issues. For others, 
opportunities to relate to others enabled them 
to form new relationships that combatted 
feelings of social isolation.

Organisations provided opportunities for people 
to interact with others whom they might not 
otherwise have had the opportunity to meet. 
Bringing together different people allows those 
receiving support to connect with others with 
whom they might share similar experiences. 
SIP organisations often purposefully facilitate 
connections between people they are working 
with.

“Within that session, it might be about an 
hour-long, it’s about connecting, engaging 
with other people that are in similar 
circumstances with yourself. That kind of 
affiliation and also the kind of discovery that 
you’re not alone.” 

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
 
People realised that there were others who were 
‘in the same boat’, gaining reassurance that they 
weren’t alone in facing particular issues. This 
realisation helped some people to recognise that 
their problems were not insurmountable.

“Well, they’ve actually got the same 
problems that you’ve got, that I had, so you 
think you’re alone but you’re not. And there’s 
other people who are in the same situation 
as you.” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation)
 
In some instances, people’s consideration of 
their relation to others led to them making more 
favourable assessments of their own situations.

“It sounds terrible, but it can make you feel 
a bit better. It’s terrible for the person whose 
situation is worse than yours, but it makes 
you feel a bit better.Even maybe somebody’s 
already had their kids removed and your 
kids are just coming back, I’ve been there, 
I’ve done that bit, I’m past that stage. It can 
sometimes make you realise how far you’ve 
actually come if that makes sense?” 

(Person supported by family-focused organisation) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Finally, through meeting new people and 
recognising commonalities, some people who 
received support felt less anxious about meeting 
and socialising with others.

“Yes, it took a while to get back to the way I 
am. I know, I’ve always liked to have a laugh 
and a joke. I was always a bit of a social 
animal and that was cut off for over a year. I 
lost who I was during that time, I didn’t think I 
would get it returned, but it has returned.”

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
These changes in relationship were closely linked 
to the nature of the activities that people were able 
to participate in, as described in the next section. 

“... you think you’re alone 
but you’re not. And 
there’s other people who 
are in the same situation 
as you.”
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Activities

Sensitivity
SIP partners aim to be sensitive to people’s 
circumstances and allow them to engage at 
their own pace, and at a level that matches 
their confidence and abilities, with no 
obligation or expectation placed upon them. 
People are therefore more comfortable 
engaging with support, and able to take 
ownership of their own progress.

This chiefly applies to experience-focused SIP 
partners who offer practical activities, but was 
also true of employment-focused  organisations, 
where people may feel anxious about being 
pressured to find work as soon as possible.

The vast majority of SIP organisations adopt low 
pressure approaches to engaging with people. 
There is usually no formal obligation for people 
to participate, though organisations ensure 
that people are encouraged to join in through 
frequent, gentle nudges.

“Yes, you just get asked if you want to do 
different things. Nobody forces you into 
doing it or says you have to do this. It’s all 
about choice. If you don’t want to do it then 
you don’t need to do it.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
Organisations also make it possible for people 
to engage to varying extents through the flexible 
organisation of activities, meaning people 
can ease gently into greater participation and 
interaction with others.

“Some people, they’re not ready go to [join 
a group activity] right away. They want 
to just bring them in and maybe do their 
appointments. They’ll do their appointment 
close by the [group activity] so that you 
can see the other people. Then when that 
person’s ready, ask if they want to do it. I 
mean, they don’t force you to do anything or 
anything like that.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
Occasionally, being sensitive to people’s needs 
means that an activity may be accelerated where 
it is felt the person being supported would benefit.

“She’s flinging me in at the deep end, but 
she knows that I can do it, if you know what 
I mean? If I wasn’t ready, obviously, she 
wouldn’t. She knows I’m ready there, she’s 
just trying to get me going again, basically 
pushing me in the right direction.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
When organisations are attentive to people’s 
individual circumstances, and offer appropriate 
forms of participation, people feel more 
comfortable engaging as they have control over 
what they can manage. Often working towards 
something in increments felt more achievable to 
people.

“ … at the Jobcentre, they try and push you to 
look for a job. They try and get you, you need 
to look for jobs with the Jobcentre. Whereas, 
in [organisation], you don’t. You basically just 
tell [organisation] what kind of job you’re 
looking for and they help you get towards 
that goal eventually in the future, not right 
away.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
Because people can decide the level to which 
they participate, and aren’t compelled to follow 
particular courses of action, people receiving 
support from SIP organisations are able to take 
ownership of their own progress.

“I think the great thing is it’s always down to 
us in that sense. They’ll always be there for us, 
so I feel like, in that sense, it’s not really going 
to change much, it’s just whether things on my 
end leave me a bit open to get involved.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
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Adaptability
As well as allowing people to choose the depth 
and pace of engagement, SIP partners often 
provide scope for people to influence the type 
of activities they are able to access, tailoring 
advice and opportunities to individuals’ needs 
and preferences. This means people have 
the freedom to identify and pursue individual 
interests and goals.

Several organisations are able to adapt the 
support that they offer based on listening to 
people’s needs and preferences and facilitating 
opportunities to best accommodate these. This 
was particularly true of organisations with an 
employment focus.

“Basically, [organisation leader] actually asks 
you beforehand, asks the group, ‘Is there 
anything you guys want to know?’ Something 
you might want to know, what industry? How 
to get into it, or what is it exactly? She will go 
out on LinkedIn and find people, and then 
bring them in for a one-to-one.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
On occasion, organisations were able to 
arrange additional sources of support, where an 
individual’s circumstances warrant it or where 
they indicate a particular need.

“We still get support through them. So if I 
wanted a mentor I could, therefore, ask for 
a mentor if I wanted, or if I wanted any other 
support.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

Adaptable support meant people were able to 
explore their interests and identify different ways in 
which those interests might be applied or pursued.

“The whole thing was just work with cars in 
general and then the second session I had 
with [Staff member], he had three different… 
Well, a couple of different sheets. It was a 
mechanic, a vehicle spray painter and a 
vehicle cleaner. It showed you the different 
wages of what you would get for them and 
the different qualifications you would need 
and what the job would ensure [sic], so 
it’s through looking at that I realised that I 
wanted to be a vehicle spray painter.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
Having the ability to make choices helped people 
feel that they had greater agency over their 
progress, which boosted their motivation to stay 
engaged with activities.

“I think, what I really enjoyed was the 
fact that we were given, pretty much, full 
creative control, so just having that sense 
of responsibility made me take more care of 
what I was doing and pushing forward.”
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Finally, knowing that organisational support could 
be adapted to people’s needs gave people the 
freedom to try new things without fear of failure.

“… he told us that when we get into our first 
job placement, if it’s a few months down 
the line that we choose that we don’t like it 
again, we just get in contact with him and 
then he’ll try and think of a different job 
somewhere else. He says that even when 
we get into a job, he’ll always be in the 
background. We’re able to get in touch with 
him so he can try and help us out even more.”

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

“Just having that sense 
of responsibility made 
me take more care of 
what I was doing and 
pushing forward.”
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Inclusion
In experience-focused organisations, activities 
(such as performing arts, cooking and 
sport) are pitched as inclusive, enjoyable 
experiences with no criteria for participating. 
Activities are ostensibly unrelated to achieving 
hard outcomes such as employment or 
qualifications and thus there is little pressure 
or expectation associated with engaging.

Organisations arrange events and activities, 
usually open to all, that offer people opportunities 
to take part in something enjoyable for which 
there are no preconditions. These activities often 
acted as a draw or ‘hook’ that encourages people 
to associate with an organisation. 

“Yeah, so everyone was involved. There 
was no ‘you’re good so you go to this side, 
you’re rubbish so you go to that side’. You 
just played to your own ability and what you 
knew and just sort of picked it up from there. 
There was no rules as well – apart from 
swearing!” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

People found it easier to engage with support 
organisations via non-directive activities where 
the primary purpose was fun or entertainment. 
From participating in these activities, people were 
then in a position to access support that was 
more focused on their needs.

 “The only thing that got me set up to do it 
was the fact that they made good music in 
this place. That was the draw, but when I got 
there, I realised that there was more to my 
condition so to speak.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

Novelty
SIP partners are able to give people access 
to experiences and opportunities that, in 
most cases, they would not have been able 
to arrange themselves. Different experiences 
in new environments helps broaden people’s 
perception of what they are able to do.

Through their practical resources – such as 
funding and links with other organisations and 
programmes – SIP organisations are often able to 
arrange for people to do things that are outside 
the realms of their previous experience.

“I was nervous, but I wanted to take part in 
public speaking and stuff, and I was able to 
do that because she [staff member] gave me 
that opportunity […] It was something different 
for me. I’ve never done something like that 
before. I felt like I can do that again and be 
more confident when doing it next time.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 

 
 

Exposure to novel experiences gave people 
the opportunity to see themselves in roles and 
locations that they would not have otherwise 
imagined for themselves. This helped broaden 
people’s perception of their abilities and can 
ultimately widen the scope of what they felt able 
to do.

“I’ve never had the confidence to sing, but 
music’s always been my favourite thing. It’s 
been my coping thing. It’s been the place that 
I always go to, but I never thought I was good 
enough for music. I thought was only good 
enough to listen to it, so I didn’t know there 
was this singing thing that I could do.”
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
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Agency
Particularly for experience and employment-
focused organisations, creating situations 
where people are able to make meaningful 
choices in a safe environment allows them to 
gain the confidence necessary to exercise their 
wider capabilities.

SIP organisations create an environment 
where people are able to make decisions for 
themselves. By providing support that is non-
judgemental, and organising activities where 
participation is flexible and voluntary, they give 
people receiving support control over what they 
are doing.

“I do not like being forced to do things, but 
when somebody wasn’t forcing me to do it, 
they were showing that it’s there; you just 
need to see that you can do it and that’s 
what I saw.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
This freedom is balanced by the positive 
affirmation described earlier, which acknowledges 
people’s choices and allows them to feel 
confident in making them.

“I don’t think I’d be writing, or writing as 
much, because I would never have had 
that moment when [staff member] says 
to me, ‘Wow. This should be encouraged.’ 
Encouraged? Somebody’s encouraging me to 
do something creative?” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 

This has the impact of placing people in situations 
where they are able to make positive choices 
in a safe environment, and develop a degree 
of comfort in doing so. In experience-focused 
organisations, people appreciate opportunities 
to have input into more creative activities that 
provide an outlet for expressiveness.

“That was really interesting for me because 
I had never explored, and to be frank, I’d 
never have explored that different side. I 
think what’s really important is, I’m gay and I 
think that that’s what helped me explore that 
different side.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
This has an impact on people’s confidence to 
pursue options that are open to them. People 
described how support had helped people to 
identify these choices, while leaving it to them to 
make the next step. 

“[Staff member] even helped me look into 
college placements. There’s a wee café just 
down the road from where I actually live that 
would be willing to let me do part-time with 
them and still do college. It’s things like that 
that [staff member] opened doors for me. 
Obviously, I need to push the door and go 
through it, but she’s opened them. Where 
beforehand there was nobody opening doors. 
I was trying to do it myself.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

“... somebody wasn’t 
forcing me to do it, 
they were showing 
that it’s there; you just 
need to see that you 
can do it and that’s 
what I saw.”
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Conclusions 
SIP organisations are able to improve people’s 
capabilities through a combination of ten 
key components that together represent a 
comprehensive and coherent account of how 
most SIP partners seek to work with people. 
By applying these components in various 
combinations, they were able to help people 
make progress that had not been possible in 
other contexts. 

The relationship between people providing 
and receiving support is characterised by 
proximity, with staff balancing familiarity 
with professionalism, and consistency. 
The support that is provided accentuates 
positivity and encourages reciprocity where 
people progress towards their goals. Together 
with the connections that people were able to 
make in relating to others, these relationships 
help develop the sense of confidence that 
underpins positive outcomes.

In planning activities, SIP partners work in 
a way that is highly sensitive to people’s 
individual needs, and they are adaptable, 
adjusting both the pace and scope of 
engagement to help people make progress. 

By taking an inclusive approach, and 
encouraging people to experiment with 
novel skills and relationships with others, 
SIP partners help people to think differently 
about their capabilities, while also developing 
the agency to act on them through making 
meaningful choices in a safe environment.

While in this chapter the key components 
of organisations’ operations (and how they 
contribute to changes in people’s capabilities) 
have been considered in isolation, in practice 
they interact with each other. For example, 
sensitivity in the design of activities allows 
people to approach new experiences at their 
own pace, while a relationship characterised 
by positivity helps people to feel those 
experiences are worthwhile – in this way, 
two key components in combination enable 
people to develop an increased sense of 
confidence. 
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6. Context 
This chapter focuses on the contribution of the relational approach to the 
enhancement of the capabilities of SIP participants. Here our interest is in the 
contextual conditions that operate to enable (or impede) the activation of the 
key components identified in chapter five. 



Findings from the Social Innovation Partnership learning programme: Phase one: November 2019 – June 2021 

57

The relational approaches we have identified are enabled and constrained by a 
range of contextual factors. There was evidence that the relational approaches 
adopted by the majority of SIP partners have beneficial effects with regard to 
enhancing the capabilities of people with complex support needs, some of whom 
had a long history of unsuccessful engagement with other forms of support. SIP 
partners depend on being able to recruit the ‘right’ staff, having the time and 
securing the funding necessary to work in a relational way. 

Key finding

It was clear that the mechanisms described 
in the preceding chapter are both enabled 
and constrained by contextual factors, at both 
an individual and systemic level. These are 
summarised in the overview of this chapter below, 
and explored throughout it. 

First, we discuss the personal circumstances that 
affect both people’s ability to access support 
and its effectiveness, including the timeliness of 
support and previous experiences of statutory 
services.  
 

Second, we discuss the enabling factors that 
allow SIP partners to provide relational support, 
as well as barriers that make it more challenging. 

Individual level

Personal circumstances

• Timeliness of support

• Previous experiences of  
statutory services

• External conditions around 
employment

System level

Enabling factors and barriers

• Time

• People

• Community and place

• Funding 

Contextual factors  
that enable or impede relational approaches
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Personal circumstances

Timeliness of support

The nature of relational support means that the 
circumstances in which individuals first engage 
with an organisation play an important role in 
determining whether they will achieve positive 
outcomes. 

Some people indicated that the timeliness of SIP 
organisations’ support contributed to positive 
experiences and outcomes. People said their 
circumstances, at the time of engaging, were 
such that they recognised the need for, and were 
able to seek help. 

“I realised I needed to be open to anything 
I had to do. So that’s what I went and done, 
and then I committed to myself to do that, 
just to be open, and just try and let what 
they’re going to help.” 
(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)

 
Others indicated that their personal circumstances 
made it more difficult to engage with SIP partners’ 
support.

“Well, obviously, with losing my partner, it’s 
changed my full outlook. It’s changed the 
way that I am. It has. It’s basically changed 
me as a person probably because of this 
lockdown and not getting answers. I think 
that’s the stress, having this lockdown is 
not having proper answers for myself, so I’m 
not able to move on and try and look to my 
future.” 

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
The efficacy of relational interventions depends at 
least in part on people’s ability to take advantage 
of what is being made available, and whether 
they are targeted at people who are best placed 
to benefit from them. There was evidence of the 
relational approach taken by most SIP partners 
having beneficial effects with regard to enhancing 
the capabilities of people with complex support 
needs, some of whom had a long history of 
unsuccessful engagement with other forms of 
support, as described in the next section. 

However, as noted earlier, people represented in 
our sample were likely to have had higher levels 
of engagement with SIP organisations, consistent 
with our aim to identify the circumstances in 
which relational approaches are effective. As such 
their experiences may not be representative of all 
people accessing support from SIP organisations. 
The qualitative longitudinal research undertaken 
in the next phase of our work will allow for a more 
balanced sample.

“I realised I needed to 
be open to anything I 
had to do...  
I committed to myself 
to do that, just to be 
open.”



Findings from the Social Innovation Partnership learning programme: Phase one: November 2019 – June 2021 

59

Previous experiences of statutory services 

Where people had previously accessed 
support, this was often from statutory services 
that took a less relational approach. 

A common theme throughout all of the interviews 
was the contrast between the approach of 
SIP partners and that of other, mainly statutory 
services, including social work, schools, and 
the Department for Work and Pensions. In 
almost every case people’s experiences of SIP 
organisations compared favourably.

In some cases, people’s negative experiences 
of a particular service meant that the positive 
aspects of engagement with a SIP partner were 
amplified and people’s confidence in them 
increased.

“I’ve not heard from the Jobcentre or 
anything throughout lockdown or anything 
like that and they’re the people that’s meant 
to be helping me get a job, you know what 
I mean? That just shows you the difference. 
It shows that [SIP partner] actually care. Not 
just paper pushing and jobsworths.”  

(Person supported by experience-focused organisation)
 
This was particularly the case where SIP partners 
were perceived as being more willing to listen 
and understand, as described in the previous 
section, in contrast to the more directive 
approach taken by some professionals. 

“I think other services [tell people] what to 
do, like, ‘You need to do this and you need 
to do that, and this has to be done,’ whereas 
we’ll just listen. It’s totally the ball’s in your 
court. ‘You need to do what you need to do 
for you.’ It’s not what they’re telling you to do, 
kind of things.”
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
Staff from SIP partners also described how a lack 
of effective coordination from other parts of the 
public sector meant that SIP organisations’ way of 
engaging with people could help identify unmet 
needs, and allow people to access support that 
had not previously been offered to them.

“[Local authorities were] almost annoyed, 
that this couldn’t be happening, could it? 
Not on their watch. There was almost an 
arrogance from them, that’s not happening, 
we’ve got people that are doing that, but 
it wasn’t happening. These people were 
the furthest removed from society, so they 
wouldn’t go to a community worker, they 
wouldn’t tell their GP, or they wouldn’t tell a 
social worker in case their kids...” 

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
 
The relationships that SIP partners have with 
wider statutory services are complex. Many work 
in close partnership with education and social 
work agencies, in some cases offering alternative 
provision (for instance, for children excluded 
from school), while some maintain a more distant 
relationship where they advocate on behalf of 
individuals. 

The nature of the relationship between 
organisations and the wider statutory and 
voluntary sector was not the primary focus of 
this stage of our research, and we are not able 
to compare outcomes that SIP partners achieved 
in comparison to other services. Nonetheless, 
our findings raise important questions about how 
they fit into the wider systemic picture, particularly 
in the context of local authorities’ statutory 
responsibilities. During the second phase of 
our research, we will look more closely at the 
extent to which SIP partners offer alternative or 
complementary support to fill perceived gaps 
in statutory and other services, and take a fuller 
account of statutory sector perspectives on this 
dynamic.  
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External conditions around employment

As well the specific circumstances applying 
to each individual, people’s ability to achieve 
positive outcomes is also heavily shaped 
by external conditions, such as access to 
employment, childcare and housing, which are 
not under the control of SIP partners.

For employment-focused organisations, the 
availability and nature of jobs was a key factor 
in their ability to support people towards 
work. As discussed in chapter three, many SIP 
organisations are based in areas that have faced 
significant challenges around unemployment. 

People described a shortage of good quality, 
secure jobs, and several key informants noted 
that they expected the COVID-19 pandemic to 
deepen the challenges around employment, with 
the number and competitiveness of jobs being 
affected. 

“We’re now entering a more competitive job 
market. There will be less jobs available. 
There will be some skilled people who have 
lost jobs because of the pandemic, therefore, 
making each available job more competitive 
than it already was. So we have to, not only 
prepare young people in the way that we 
always have done through the model, but 
say, right, we’re going to roll our sleeves up 
and we’re going to dig in and fight in a way 
that we haven’t done before.” 

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
 
Interviewees described how people from 
particular groups faced higher barriers to 
employment, for instance those from Black and 
ethnic minority backgrounds, particularly if they 
were recent immigrants to Scotland. 

“Working with employers just meant that I 
could give them first-hand the issues that 
people are facing, the barriers they’re facing 
when they’re trying to get into opportunities. 
I could also understand a little bit about 
the employers’ own barriers and issues 
and assumptions as well. There’s a lot of 
assumptions, especially working with single 
parents, working with over-qualified people.”

(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

There are also a number of systemic issues that 
affect people’s ability to access work, and the two 
system-focused SIP partners were particularly 
focused on the issues of flexibility in employment 
practices and around childcare. Staff from these 
organisations described how for people on 
low incomes, particularly if they have families, 
inflexible working patterns can limit access to 
employment.

“A lot of these jobs, they’re care, they’re 
retail, they’re hospitality. Construction and 
manufacturing. If you’re working in most of 
those sectors I’ve just mentioned, there’s no 
flexibility or very, very, very little flexibility 
around the where, because you need to be 
present in your place of work, whether that’s 
a shop, whether it’s a factory, whether it’s in 
someone’s home providing care.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
The availability and accessibility of childcare 
also plays a role in the ability of people to 
manage jobs around family life. One organisation 
described the significance of flexible childcare 
provision for parents finding their way back into 
the job market. 

“She’d heard about us, and she hadn’t been 
able to get into employment, she hadn’t been 
able to get a job because she couldn’t afford 
the child care. She was a single parent and 
her life has totally changed because we took 
her wee one in and then she managed to get 
a wee part-time job, and then that wee part-
time job then transpired into more hours.”

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
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Enabling factors and barriers
As well as the individual factors that affect how people engage with them, SIP 
partner organisations’ ability to provide relational support depends on a range 
of enabling factors, and can be constrained in various ways.

People
Many of the key components identified depend 
on the strength of interpersonal relationships 
between staff, or volunteers, and the people 
that they support. 

Several people who had received support from 
SIP partners described a rapport with staff based 
simply upon personality fit. 

“I just felt really comfy with her. I don’t think 
I’ve ever experienced that with anybody, 
even when I worked and stuff, I don’t think 
I’ve actually felt that comfy with somebody 
initially in their first meeting and how relaxed 
she made me feel.” 
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

 
The flexibility within some organisations mean 
that relationships can be coordinated to suit 
people’s preferences. However, less-easily 
defined aspects of relationships can bear upon 
people’s experiences of support, and sometimes 
this was harder to achieve.

“I was paired up with my first mentor... You 
had two to three sessions together. However, 
I didn’t really feel a connection between me 
and my first mentor, so I spoke to [coordinator] 
and I told her how I was feeling, and she was 
happy to find me another mentor.” 
(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)

 
Leaders from SIP organisations consistently 
described the importance of having the ‘right’ 
staff, in terms of fit with organisational values and, 
in many cases, personal experience of the issues 
that they were supporting people through. 

“I’m not to say that that can’t be learnt, but I 
just think it’s because they have that life skill 
rather than loads of qualifications. They’re 
down to earth, they’re approachable. […] 
They live in the area, they know what it’s like 
to be brought up in the area.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 

This commitment to values-based recruitment 
and practice was common to many SIP partners, 
owing to the importance they placed on strong 
interpersonal relationships between staff and 
people who are receiving support. Some SIP 
partners commented that people with the right 
characteristics could be difficult to find, and that 
they made recruitment decisions based on an 
intuitive sense that people had the right approach 
or attitude. 

“We have a high turnover of staff and I’m 
mostly responsible for that, because it needs 
to be excellent and it needs to be right, and 
the wrong person, when you’re going into an 
environment of a vulnerable family. If you’ve 
got the wrong guy in that, we have got a big 
responsibility, we’re playing with people’s 
lives. You’ve got to have the right folk.”
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
For both experience and family-focused 
organisations, a key limiting factor on their ability 
to grow their work is the reliance that they place 
on individuals, both in leadership positions 
and frontline roles. For some organisations, 
the founder of the organisation was seen 
as a particular central driving force in the 
organisation’s way of working. In these cases, 
interviewees raised concerns about the extent 
to which organisations might be over-reliant on a 
single individual. 

“It almost needs a bigger engine behind it, 
because [founder is] too busy doing all these 
other things. If you take [them] away from 
those other things […] to me that’s the barrier. 
Then the training itself. The training works 
so well because [founder] delivers it. So does 
[founder] turn around and become a full-time 
trainer in this? I don’t think so.” 

(Statutory partner)
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Time
SIP partners dedicate considerable time to 
building relationships and organising activities, 
and this is the single most significant enabling 
factor, with organisational models explicitly 
recognising that lasting change requires a 
corresponding investment in time.

“There’s a really high staff-people ratio. 
Usually there’s, well, yesterday there was 
four adults and five young people. There 
might have even been more than four adults, 
so they can get very personalised support.”

(Statutory partner)
 
Organisational staff and people using SIP partners’ 
services recognised time as integral to establishing 
constructive relationships, where staff were able 
to work intensively with people. Sometimes this 
involved people being accessible outside of 
normal working hours, or at short notice.

“[Staff member] gives out her mobile number, 
I give out my mobile number. [Staff member]’s 
on our social media so we’re always there, 
whereas a lot of services have the nine 
o’clock to five o’clock approach. I don’t mean 
this in a malicious way. These services, when 
they were set up, whether it be the ‘60s, 
the ‘70s, were great at the time, but life’s 
evolved, life’s so much more different now. 
Trauma doesn’t stop at half-past-four on a 
Friday afternoon.” 
(Operational leader from SIP organisation)

 
As well as flexibility about how time was used, 
people often accessed support over a long period 
of time, and this allowed close relationships of the 
kind described in the previous chapter to develop. 

“I think she had built up the way I was 
because this wasn’t straight away, this was 
about maybe six/seven months into the 
relationship with me and [staff member]. So 
I don’t know if [staff member] felt as if she 
maybe knew my character, she knew my 
trigger points now, she knew what buttons 
had to be maybe just pushed that little bit to 
get the motivation into me.”
(Person supported by family-focused organisation)

It was also widely recognised that personal 
progress is not linear, and that expecting issues to 
be resolved within a designated time-frame is not 
always realistic. 

“I think very slowly because of [organisation] 
and because of the way they were – the trust; 
the calm and all of that. I think, because of 
them, very slowly, I’m finding it easier to talk 
about them. I still find it difficult, but it has 
definitely become easier than it has been 
in the past. Facing my own problems has 
definitely become easier.” 

(Person supported by employment-focused organisation)
 
In order to be able to work with people in a way 
that is both time-intensive and long-term, SIP 
partners need to be able to invest significant 
resources which may not be compatible with 
expectations around the commissioning of 
services, both in terms of the amount of time 
committed to support and flexibility about when 
and for how long it is provided. 

“She had built up the 
way I was because this 
wasn’t straight away, 
this was about maybe 
six or seven months 
into the relationship.”
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Funding
Most SIP partners described the challenges 
of securing funding for their work, beyond 
that which was provided through the Social 
Innovation Partnership. 

More often than not, this related to their 
relationships with local authorities, who were 
seen as the main (though not exclusive) sources 
of funding for their work outside of the SIP. SIP 
partners reflected that their relationship with local 
authorities was better in situations where they 
received funding through sources that meant they 
were not reliant on local authority funding.

“The reality is your relationship [with a local 
authority] will be much better with them if 
money is not involved, and that is the bottom 
line. I actually think that our relationship is 
doing really well because we were funded by 
other means. If they were paying for it, I think 
it’s master and servant again, and then you 
don’t have that.” 

(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)
 
For their part, interviewees from local authorities 
described a fundamental reluctance to commit 
funding to the kind of support provided by some 
SIP partners, particularly experience-focused 
organisations, due to tight budgets and a 
perception their work was not central to statutory 
duties. 

“I think the funding for these types of 
opportunities, it’s not core funding within 
local authority. Some people would argue 
that it should be, and/or that it’s there 
already, but there’s so many different calls 
on the funding that we have, and we’re so 
limited, that I think we just need to make sure 
that it’s not a choice. This is something that 
we need.” 
Statutory partner)

“When people get high-quality services, 
that’s not by accident. It’s because it’s well-
resourced! But public purse is so stretched 
that people then say, it’s too expensive an 
option and we’ll do something cheaper in-
house. And cheaper in-house ends up being 
less quality and less impactful, and surely 
that’s the wrong… I would rather pay for a 
better outcome or a better impact than save 
money and be less successful.” 

(Statutory partner)

In particular, several interviewees working within 
education described the difficulty in accessing 
educational budgets for work that was being 
delivered by external partners – even where it 
resulted in benefits for the school.

“There is this endless issue that the schools 
get Pupil Equity Funding, they get about 
£2,000 per child, but it’s up to the schools 
how they spend that, and the schools don’t 
generally spend that on externals. They tend 
to use it for internal staffing in the main, 
and that’s our constant source of tension 
between the local authority and the school 
because the schools could buy these places, 
but they keep the money. There’s a school 
that has four young people in [organisation]. 
That cost £12,000 for the year.” 

(Statutory partner)
 
One interviewee noted that this was linked to an 
expectation within schools that any money spent 
could be accounted for and clearly linked back to 
measurable outcomes, which could prove difficult 
for forms of support that had a more indirect or 
long-term impact on students.

“The fact that [for] the school, that it’s a 
free resource is absolutely, that makes the 
biggest difference, because the minute you 
put a price over something, you get bogged 
down in the, erm, how can I even describe 
it? You get bogged down with proving that 
it’s working. In this world of spreadsheets, 
you’ve got to prove that. What’s the impact of 
this, and interviews and sometimes kids just 
don’t want to be part of that. It’s their life.”
(Statutory partner)

 
People from local authorities did recognise the 
value of SIP partners’ work, but also expressed 
the view that it was comparatively expensive. 
This perception, which was expressed by several 
people who were nonetheless highly supportive 
of SIP partners’ work, was particularly associated 
with the investment of time required, as described 
earlier. 
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Community and place

As well as their investment in time and people, 
for most SIP partners the places that they 
worked in were key to their ability to work in 
relational ways. 

SIP partners describe creating spaces and 
working environments that feel safe and 
welcoming, in a way that other environments 
where support is delivered might not.

“… it’s theirs, it’s their home, they’re safe 
there. They don’t have to think, will I be 
welcomed? Will I be asked difficult questions 
in a way that feels threatening? Will I have 
something cut from me?” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
Often this was down to the investment of 
attention and money on creating appealing 
physical environments where activities could take 
place. Interviewees were clear that this was not 
just about appearances but about how people felt 
when entering a space. 

“The environment that we do it in is equally as 
important as what we’re doing. If you go into 
a really shitty room, you’re telling somebody, 
you’re not really of value but I’m going to 
teach you about how much of a value you are. 
That just doesn’t make any sense.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

The kind of communal environments that SIP 
partners create are very different, but can be 
seen as reflecting how they prioritise the key 
components described in the previous chapter. 
For instance, one family-focused organisation 
stressed the importance of people feeling 
comfortable, both in terms of the physical space 
and the way they were welcomed into it, in order 
to help people relate to each other.

“They’re going to meet us, so they’ll be 
comfortable. There’ll be other mums they’re 
going to be comfortable with. They’ll build 
confidence in that, and the more that they’re 
out, the more people they meet, the more 
the confidence grows; the more they work on 
themselves, the more their confidence grows.  
I think that it all depends on… I think it all 
comes down to being comfortable.”  
 

(Operational leader from SIP organisation)
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For experience-focused organisations, meanwhile, 
it was more important to create a space that 
facilitated inclusion and novelty, particularly when 
working with young people.

“It’s the right people, the right environment, 
we create a safe space. […] We’ve got a cool 
space as well. We had some of the kids in 
and we got a cartoonist and graffiti artist in 
to decorate the gym space with them and it 
looks cool as anything!” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
Several of the experience-focused SIP partners 
have (or are in the process of acquiring) premises 
that facilitate the activities they organise, and 
help them to maintain a strong connection to 
the communities they are based in. For one 
organisation that was in the process of carrying 
out an asset transfer for a disused building in 
a town centre, having a physical presence was 
central to their future strategy.

“At the moment, they see an empty [building] 
and what they see is, it’ll be nice […] but 
that’s not what it’s all about. For me, this is 
the model, this is the replicability. I genuinely 
think the best way to help people is a healthy 
combination of people and place.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
In creating places and communities that facilitate 
positive relationships, some SIP partners can be 
seen not just as delivering services, but shaping 
places in a way that could have long-term impact. 
Organisations who had worked in the same area 
over a long period of time describe having deep 
links with the community that support their work. 

For one organisation working intensively with 
people from a particular community, this was 
evident in the leaders’ personal knowledge of 
the area and their understanding of what was 
needed.

“I’ve been working in this area for 25 years 
and I’m only managing to get changes made 
now because I’m doing it myself, whereas 
before, I couldn’t do it because you had to do 
it like that.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
People also described the importance of 
relationships with statutory partners that had 
been built over years to being able to sustain and 
grow their work. 

Often these relationships were hard-won, and 
involved long periods of delivering work that was 
under-funded, supported by grant funding such as 
that provided through the SIP, or not funded at all. 

“We have built up really good connections, 
built relationships with people and local 
authorities and services that can see for 
themselves the work that we’ve done. We’ve 
delivered a lot of it for free for them over the 
years. We’re now fortunate enough to have 
done so much of that work and made so 
many positive impacts through it that it can 
be seen in communities […] we’re now being 
paid for the services. We’re looking at a three-
to-five-year contract with the council of our 
services, because they’re seeing first hand 
the difference that it makes to the young 
people that have been working with us.” 
(Strategic leader from SIP organisation)

 
Several organisations also described how these 
relationships could be precarious, and that where 
key decision-makers in local authorities left their 
posts, lines of communication were severed and 
funding relationships could be jeopardised. 

“Sometimes the relationship that [SIP 
partner] had with parts of the council have 
depended on the officer in charge of that 
particular aspect of the council, which is 
a bit crap, to be honest. For example, they 
had a great relationship with the education 
department at one point […] Then the head 
of service retired, another head of service 
came in and said, no, [organisation] are 
too expensive. That relationship was just 
absolutely shattered at that point.” 
(Statutory partner) 
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Conclusions 
The outcomes that we described SIP 
partners achieving in chapter four are 
possible because of the interaction between 
the key components of success and a range 
of contextual factors. These include both 
the individual circumstances that affect 
both people’s ability to access support and 
its effectiveness, and the systemic factors 
that allow SIP partners to provide relational 
support.

The circumstances in which people come 
to SIP organisations for support appear to 
influence their ability to achieve positive 
outcomes. There was evidence of the 
relational approach taken by most SIP 
partners having beneficial effects with regard 
to enhancing the capabilities of people with 
complex support needs, some of whom had a 
long history of unsuccessful engagement with 
other forms of support.

People’s abilities to achieve positive 
outcomes are also heavily shaped by external 
conditions, such as access to employment, 
childcare and housing, which are not under 
the control of SIP partners. People from 
particular groups, for instance black and 
minority ethnic communities faced additional 
barriers to employment, and the availability 
and accessibility of childcare also plays a 
role in the ability of people to manage jobs 
around family life.

In terms of the wider system, the most 
important enabling factors are the emphasis 
SIP partners place on having the ‘right’ staff, 
in terms of fit with organisational values and 
personal experiences, and the time they 
invest, both in terms of staff commitment and 
length of time working with people. The extent 
to which SIP organisations are dependent 
on these resources is significant in terms of 
the challenges around attracting sustainable 
funding. 

This raises complex questions about the 
extent to which SIP partners are providing 
support that is distinctive to statutory partners, 
which was not explored in detail as part of this 
work. In the second phase of our work, we will 
look more closely at the extent to which SIP 
partners offer alternative or complementary 
support to fill perceived gaps in statutory and 
other services, and take a fuller account of 
statutory sector perspectives on this dynamic.  
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Our work over the first 18 months of the learning 
programme set out to assess the impact that 
SIP partners have had on the well-being and 
capabilities of people facing social disadvantage 
and child poverty, and determine to what extent 
the key components of a relational approach to 
support account for any successful outcomes.

At this stage, in terms of our first research question 
(“What impact have the projects funded through 
the programme had on the well-being and 
capabilities of people facing social disadvantage 
and child poverty?”) we are able to draw firm 
conclusions about the positive short-term impact 
that SIP partners have on people’s well-being, 
understood in terms of their capabilities to be and 
do things they have reason to value. 

To varying extents, SIP partners are working 
with people facing significant poverty and 
disadvantages, many of whom described various 
forms of trauma, mental ill health or social 
isolation. While the partners are working across 
different geographies and population groups, 
there is a clear focus on those whose needs are 
more complex or long-term. 

People interacting with SIP partners have often 
had previous contact with multiple services that 
were not positive, either because the support 
provided didn’t meet people’s needs, or because 
they were unable or chose not to access it. What 
is clear is that SIP partners are working with some 
people who have consistently experienced poor 
outcomes despite accessing support from other 
sources. 

We found that through the support that SIP 
partners provided, people were able to improve 
their ‘being’ capabilities around confidence, self-
awareness and mental health. These are close 
links between these changes and their ‘doing’ 
capabilities, including the ability to move towards 
employment, improved family relationships and 
engaging more positively with other services. 

Together, these outcomes can be seen as 
evidence that individuals’ agency – their ability 
to make decisions and pursue goals they have 
reason to value – is enhanced, leading to greater 
potential for well-being. 

While the changes we saw in terms of confidence 
and self-awareness were very consistent, the 
impact this had on people developing other 
capabilities – and translating these into realised 
achievements or functionings – was more 
variable. However, the first phase of our work was 
not designed to gather evidence of sustained 
change in people’s material circumstances. 
The second phase of the programme involves 
qualitative longitudinal interviews which seek 
to examine in more detail the nature and extent 
of any changes in the material circumstances 
of people over time following support from SIP 
partners. They will also assess the extent to which 
the changes in capabilities we have identified are 
sustained over a longer period of time. 

In terms of our second research question (“To 
what extent do the key components (‘generative 
mechanisms’) of a relational approach account 
for any successful outcomes identified?”) we are 
able to conclude that the relational approaches 
adopted by the majority of SIP partners make 
a significant and direct contribution to people 
achieving these positive outcomes.

Through a detailed examination of SIP partners’ 
work, we found that they adopt a relational and 
highly adaptable approach to providing support 
that consistently succeeds in helping people to 
develop their capabilities. The key components of 
this approach include building close, consistent 
relationships and creating situations where 
people are able to make meaningful choices in a 
safe environment. 

These key components of success are enabled 
and constrained by a range of contextual factors. 
These include both the individual circumstances 
that affect both people’s ability to access support 
and its effectiveness, and the systemic factors that 
allow SIP partners to provide relational support.

7. Conclusions and next steps
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The circumstances in which people come to SIP 
organisations for support appear to influence 
their ability to achieve positive outcomes.  There 
was evidence of the relational approach taken by 
most SIP partners having beneficial effects with 
regard to enhancing the capabilities of people 
with complex support needs, some of whom 
had a long history of unsuccessful engagement 
with other forms of support. People’s abilities 
to achieve positive outcomes are also heavily 
shaped by external conditions, such as access to 
employment, childcare and housing, which are 
not under the control of SIP partners.

In terms of the wider system, the most important 
enabling factors are the emphasis SIP partners 
place on having the ‘right’ staff, in terms of fit with 
organisational values and personal experiences, 
and the time they invest, both in terms of staff 
commitment and length of time working with 
people. The extent to which SIP organisations 
are dependent on these resources is significant 
in terms of the challenges around attracting 
sustainable funding. 

A common theme across our findings is that the 
difference SIP partners create is fundamentally 
about how people engage both with social 
support, their communities and wider society. 
Our research shows that by enhancing people’s 
capabilities, they create the conditions for 
people to access a wider range of choices 
and possibilities for what they are able to do 
in their lives. This can be seen as evidence 
that individuals’ agency – their ability to make 
decisions and pursue goals they have reason to 
value – is enhanced, leading to greater potential 
for improved well-being. 

Our conclusions at this stage reflect positively on 
the way that SIP partners work with individuals 
experiencing poverty and disadvantage, and the 
key components of the relational approaches that 
the majority of them adopt offer wider lessons for 
public service delivery. 

Next steps
While our findings underline the rich learning 
that SIP partners have to offer to the wider 
public sector, there are significant challenges to 
achieving change on a wider scale, which are 
not yet fully understood. In reflection of these 
challenges, our work in the second half of the 
learning programme aims to look at the wider 
implications of the organisations’ work for public 
services in Scotland. 

There are three key areas for further investigation 
which are being addressed in the second phase 
of our research, which is now underway and will 
conclude in March 2023. These conclude our 
work to answer our first two research questions, 
while also moving our focus to the final three 
research questions focusing on the systemic 
impact of the SIP partnership. 
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Our plan for phase two of the learning programme

The table below sets out the work we will undertake during the second half of the learning programme in 
order to fully answer our five research questions.

1. What impact have the projects funded 
through the programme had on the well-
being and capabilities of people facing 
social disadvantage and child poverty? 

An in-depth programme of qualitative 
longitudinal research, assessing the change 
in the material circumstances of people who 
have received support from the SIP programme 
over a period of up to year. This will involve 
examining people’s income and economic 
circumstances, including using definitions 
developed as part of I-SPHERE’s Destitution 
in the UK research for the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation.

2. To what extent do the key components 
(‘generative mechanisms’) of a relational 
approach account for any successful 
outcomes identified?

3. What methods are most appropriate 
for assessing the long-term impact of 
individual SIP partners’ work on the 
material outcomes for people facing 
poverty and disadvantage?

We are working with selected SIP partners to 
develop an evaluation framework that can help 
them to assess the long-term impact of their 
own work.

4. What alternative or complementary 
services do SIP partners provide to fill 
perceived gaps in statutory and other 
services to enhance the capabilities 
of people affected by poverty and 
disadvantage?

a. To what extent do statutory services 
identify such gaps?

b. To what extent are formal and informal 
referral routes used to fill any gaps 
identified? 

c. Is there a difference of view between 
senior and front-line staff in public 
services about the existence of gaps and 
how they should be filled? 

A programme of qualitative research will look at 
the extent to which SIP partners offer alternative 
or complementary support to fill perceived gaps 
in statutory and other services, and take a fuller 
account of statutory sector perspectives on this 
dynamic. We will conduct focus groups with 
practitioners drawn from public sector services 
in order to understand the extent to which they 
identify these gaps, whether there are formal 
or informal referral routes used to fill them, and 
whether there is a difference of view between 
senior and front-line staff on these questions. 
This will help us to understand the relationship 
between the support provided by SIP partners 
and other provision, including statutory services, 
as set out in our fourth research question.

5. What opportunities exist for the SIP 
partnership to influence the design and 
delivery of public services in Scotland so 
that they enhance well-being understood 
in terms of people’s capabilities?

a. Are any wider changes in policy required 
to support this? 

We will bring together findings from all of our 
work across the learning programme, including 
the full range of key informant interviews 
we have carried out with local and national 
stakeholders. It will set out our overall findings 
on the work of the SIP partnership, and 
particularly address our fifth research question in 
making recommendations around the potential 
role of the partnership in influencing the design 
and delivery of public services in Scotland.  
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Appendix 1:  
List of SIP partners

CentreStage    https://www.centrestagemt.org.uk

COVEY Befriending   http://www.coveybefriending.org.uk

Flexibility Works    https://www.flexibilityworks.org

Flexible Childcare Services Scotland https://www.fcss.org.uk

Heavy Sound    https://www.heavysound.org

LIFT     https://www.lift-edinburgh.com

MCR Pathways    https://mcrpathways.org

MsMissMrs    https://www.msmissmrs.co.uk 

pRESPECT    https://www.prespect.co.uk

River Garden    https://www.rivergarden.scot

Stepwell    https://www.facebook.com/stepwelluk

Street Soccer Scotland   https://www.streetsoccerscotland.org 

WorkingRite    https://workingrite.co.uk
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