
Women’s Health in South Tyneside

Evaluation briefing

Women’s Health in South Tyneside has been delivering services for over 25 years, operating 
from a purpose built women’s centre in South Shields town centre. WHiST works with 
women who experience a range of physical and mental health problems, but they also place 
importance on working with women who are well, in order to help them stay that way. This 
forms a holistic integrated model of service delivery which is referred to as a ‘wrap around’ 
service. In other words, women can come to WHiST and have all their needs catered for, 
in a One Stop Shop Model. This is a summary of an evaluation of WHiST and its services, 
concentrating on its counselling, crèche and volunteering services. 

Introduction
The three cornerstones of WHiST provision are 
courses, counselling and volunteering. These are 
underpinned by crèche provision. There is also a range 
of other services and activities run from the centre, all 
of which have been set up in response to local needs. 
These services are delivered by both volunteers and 
paid staff. They include:

1. Personal development courses: WHiST delivers 
three educational programmes per year. Each 
programme offers 10 different courses such 
as assertiveness and confidence building and 
overcoming anxiety. 

2. Individual support: this is designed to meet short 
and long term needs and health difficulties and is 
offered in the form of counselling, peer support, 
personal development support, mentoring and 
complementary therapies.

3. Group support: there are a number of groups, 
such as drama, peer support, abuse and alcohol 
dependency support groups. 

4. Physical exercise sessions: these are both 
ongoing, regular courses, or sample courses, 
which women can try out, such as Pilates and 
Aerobics.

5. Complementary therapies: these include Auricular 
Acupuncture and Body Massage.

6. Other services: a selection of organisations 
use WHiST premises to deliver their services to 
women, such as NECA, Tyneside Rape Crisis 
Centre and Bridges Credit Union.

7. Drop-in: these are held on a Wednesday and 
Thursday.

8. Activities: there are a number of specific activities, 
including Book club and a Lunch club.

9. Child care facilities: crèche facilities are available 
five days a week.

Evaluation findings
Findings from the research conducted for this 
evaluation were:

• WHiST is a very well used and growing 
organisation: they currently have nearly 3500 
members, with around 250 new women joining 
each year. These women are from across South 
Tyneside and across all age groups. They have 
grown by 54 percent in four years (between 2008 
and 2012). WHiST provides an inclusive service 
and they provide specifically targeted services 
such as exercise sessions, aimed at women from 
the Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic communities, 
support services for women with chronic conditions 
such as asthma, and services for all women 
such as courses, counselling and supported 
volunteering opportunities. The centre consists 
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of a spacious, segmented, purpose built building, 
situated in a convenient, town centre location. 
There is such a demand for services that there 
are waiting lists for some services, including the 
individual therapies and the counselling.

• There is a diversity and complementarity to 
WHiST’s services: WHiST caters for the individual 
needs of many different women and also provides 
opportunities for women to progress both within 
and beyond the organisation. Services range 
from drop-ins, courses, individual therapies 
and volunteering. There is a high degree of 
complementarity to the services, as women 
choose a route through the services and support 
to suit their changing needs, for example: women  
accessing  counselling can progress onto self help 
courses; women accessing exercises can go on to 
counselling and other services. Women who come 
to the centre often access more than one service.

• There is a high degree of added value to 
WHiST: this is evident through the range of 
services available and accrues to commissioners 
and funders. This is gained through women 
accessing more than one service whilst at 
WHiST. For example, a woman who uses the 
counselling service goes on to complete a course, 
access an individual therapy, exercise provision 
or volunteer at WHiST. This assists in recovery 
and/or progression and is something which is 
not available at other providers, for example, 
counselling provided at GP services. In November 
2011, the Women’s Resource Centre carried out 
a Social Return On Investment (SROI) exercise 
on women’s voluntary and community services. 
They found that for every pound invested into their 
services, women’s organisations can generate, 
over five years, between £5 and £11 worth of 
social value to women, their children, and the 
state. WHiST is such an organisation and we can 
therefore assume that values will be comparable. 

• The peer support that takes place at WHiST is 
important to their impact and a key ingredient 
of their delivery model: during the interviews 
conducted for this evaluation many women 
expressed the value of the support they received 
from other women. Indeed, this was expressed as 
an important factor as to why women accessed 
WHiST and stayed with the organisation. Peer 
support cuts across all service elements and 
indeed, the organisation. If a Social Return On 

Investment exercise was to be undertaken, the 
peer support element of WHiST would be one of 
the factors which made the organisation unique 
and so successful in what they do, and something 
which cannot be delivered or purchased from other 
health providers. 

• There is evidence of progression amongst the 
women that use WHiST: the service provision 
is demonstrated to be effective at enabling 
individuals to make positive changes to their 
lives and to move on and progress in areas 
such as personal development, education and 
employment. For example, between April 2008 and 
March 2013, a total of 128 women have gained 
a nationally accredited qualification. This is an 
important function as it highlights a movement in 
service users and not a maintenance of status 
quo, i.e. WHiST is not a centre where women with 
static conditions use for a number of years. They 
grow, develop and move on.  

• WHiST plays significant public health and 
mental health recovery roles:  this is provided 
through its services and activities which improve 
women’s health and well being and through their 
counselling which help women recover from 
poor mental health. This is demonstrated in a 
number of different ways, from case study material 
which has shown women to make considerable 
progress after periods of ill health, to monitoring 
outcomes after courses or therapies. Women have 
recovered in different ways but commonalities 
include increased social networks and reduced 
isolation, valuing the safety provided by WHiST 
and addressing depression and anxiety. The types 
of women who are reported by WHiST to benefit 
include those affected by obesity, smoking, chronic 
and enduring conditions and poverty. It was also 
reported by WHiST and partner organisations that 
victims of domestic violence receive significant 
health benefits from accessing health-related 
services in a gender specific environment. For 
these women, there are limited other health 
options available. The public health outcome is 

“I’m just so much better. I 
hardly ever need to see my doctor 
now and I’m not on any meds 
[medication] either”. Service user 



evidenced through the number of women who 
attend the keep fit classes (from Zumba, through 
to Salsacise and Tai Chi). These are often a key 
target group for the Health and Well Being Board, 
older women or those with Long Term Conditions 
(such as diabetes, asthma and arthritis) who are 
unlikely to access health and fitness activities 
in other venues. WHiST’s health role is further 
demonstrated through the high number of referrals 
it receives from GPs and health care professionals. 
There is therefore a professional recognition of 
their expertise and effectiveness.

• WHiST is demonstrated to be effective at 
improving women’s self esteem, general well 
being and independence: these have all been 
demonstrated to be important determinants of 
health and well being, including helping people 
back into work. These impacts have been formally 
measured using standard measuring tools and 
through self reported improvements. For example, 
the Lodex evaluation used by South Tyneside 
PCT and South Tyneside Council demonstrated 
that WHiST has long term positive effects on all 
aspects of well being, social functioning, meaning 
and purpose, and resilience and coping. This is 
also demonstrated through the qualitative data 
produced for this evaluation. 

• WHiST plays a specific role supporting 
survivors of domestic violence: WHiST 
offers effective support to women experiencing 
violence and abuse and women who are living 
with consequences of violence and abuse. 
WHiST reports that for many of their clients who 
experience abuse there are limited options for 
support. Survivors are able to access a range 
of services which assists in their recovery, from 
counselling to support groups and complementary 
therapies. The experience of domestic abuse is 
relatively common amongst WHiST service users 
and there is a recognition from these women 
(demonstrated through interviews) that WHiST 
supports them to both remain free of abusive 
relationships and to recover from the trauma that 
they have experienced.  

• Volunteers and the organisation share a high 
degree of reciprocity: this means volunteers 
benefit from WHiST and WHiST benefits from the 
volunteers. Volunteering often comes after being 
involved in one or more of WHiST’s services such 
as counselling or the courses. Volunteers are 
intrinsic to the organisation, playing a prominent 
role in how it is run, and an intrinsic part of what 
WHiST stands for; to help and support women 
back into productive life.

• The crèche plays an important role in enabling 
vulnerable women to access services: the 
crèche was found to be very important to the work 
of WHiST as it allows women to participate in 
activities that they may otherwise be unable to do. 
By working with mothers, through their counselling, 
courses or other services, WHiST plays an 
important role in healing the mothers and assisting 

in their recovery. By providing high quality crèche 
services, they also allow their children to engage 
in age relevant play and learning. This dualistic 
approach is reported by WHiST and their service 
users to result in good outcomes for both mother 
and children.

• WHiST has over achieved on many of its Big 
Lottery Moving On and Including Women 
outputs and outcomes: WHiST has achieved all 
of their agreed outputs and outcomes for the Big 
Lottery and over achieved in many cases. This 
demonstrates an increasing demand and unmet 
local needs. Indeed, the Chief Executive Officer 
stated “As we have broadened out our services we 
have seen an increase in demand, long lists for 
health and well being courses, relaxation, anxiety 
depression, anger and every kind of exercise you 
care to mention”. In addition to the Big Lottery, 
WHiST has a good track record in delivering both 
to budget and agreed outputs with a range of 
funders.

• WHiST is recognised as an excellent 
organisation: this recognition comes from a range 
of organisations and institutions, local, regional 
and national. WHiST has a reputation for delivering 
professional and effective services. In addition to 
this, WHiST has been the recipient of a series of 
local and national awards.

“When I was backed into a 
corner, at that very point where 
I had no where to go, WHiST 
helped me see what was really 
there for me”. Service user



For more information or for a copy of the full 
evaluation, contact: Salus House, 33 Mile End 
Road, South Shields, Tyne & Wear, NE33 1TA, Tel: 
0191 4546959, Email: info@whist.org.uk, Web:  
www.whist.org.uk

Registered Charity Number: 1119901
Company Number: 6175697
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Conclusion
From the evidence produced by this evaluation, we 
can now make a series of statements:

• WHiST is a trusted and respected local 
organisation. 

• It has dedicated and experienced staff and 
volunteers and it has strong leadership from its 
Chief Executive Officer and its Board of Trustees. 

• It is a safe and secure place for vulnerable women.
• It provides services for women across the 

spectrum of demography, socio economic group 
and need.

• It is very well used.
• It is effective at what it does.

We have found that WHiST makes a difference to 
women with poor health, often chronic conditions and 
multiple and complex needs. WHiST supports women 
who are at risk of a deterioration in their health as 
well as supporting women who need to maintain their 
health.  WHiST also engages with women who would 
otherwise not access health-related services, either 
as a result of being unable to identify similar holistic 
services elsewhere or being unable to overcome the 
barriers to accessing provision elsewhere, such as 

child care needs or fear of statutory involvement.

WHiST also empowers women to take control of their 
decision making about their health and how to make 
improvements.  WHiST does this through encouraging 
women to take control of their support from the outset 
by selecting a route through the services to suit their 
changing needs and to work at a pace that women are 
comfortable with.

We have also found that WHiST is effective at 
improving women’s health by increasing women’s 
confidence, helping them to work through trauma and 
depression, building social networks and offering ways 
to improve fitness levels. WHiST improves health and 
well being and helps women move on and progress. 

The evaluation finds that WHiST delivers on many of 
the issues that have been identified as local strategic 
priorities. These include reducing social isolation 
and addressing loneliness, delivering health and 
well being services, providing personalised services 
offering health and well being and chronic conditions 
support to women, including older women, ensuring 
progression in health and progression towards and into 
employment. 

WHiST is a women’s organisation based in South 
Shields, a coastal town in the Borough of South 
Tyneside in the North East of England. It provides a 
range of health related services to promote health 
and well being and support women in recovery from 
trauma and ill health. These include counselling, 
personal development courses, supported 
volunteering, physical exercise sessions, a drop-in 
café and a crèche. They have been delivering these 
services for over 25 years and are a respected and 
trusted local charity. This year their counselling service 
has supported almost 100 women through issues such 
as domestic abuse, bereavement, depression and 
other complex needs. They have offered 66 courses 
supporting women’s mental health and building their 
confidence and the volunteers have delivered peer 
support and services directly to over 300 different 
women each year.

UK 2013 winner of the Bevan Prize for Health and Wellbeing

	  


