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What do women with multiple and
complex issues say about their
experiences of poverty?

What works to improve
outcomes for financially
vulnerable women?

Both reports are based on a collection of evidence from women at WHiST about their
experiences of poverty. We aim to offer an insight into the lives of some of the least-heard
members of our society.
Many of the women who come to WHiST are economically disadvantaged, living in the
10% of the most deprived wards in England and their options are significantly limited
because of this. Women experience multiple and complex issues such as physical and
mental ill health, relationship problems, low confidence, social isolation, violence and
abuse and bereavement.
WHiST offers counselling, courses, physical exercise, drop-in groups, employment coaching
and volunteering opportunities to over 1,000 women a year, aged over 16 years irrespective
of class, sexual orientation, ethnic background, disability and religion. All our services are
free to access, because we know that lack of finance is a barrier to women attending. This
includes situations where women do not have access to household finances where money
is controlled by partners or family members. WHiST looks at the whole person and provides
a range of services under one roof that allows women to choose the right approach to
meet their needs. The holistic model offered enables women to connect with others, go
at their own pace, overcome isolation, manage setbacks and make significant long-term
changes in their lives.
We know our members are experiencing financial hardship and this has been particularly
highlighted in our counselling service. Counsellors report through supervision that more
women are struggling and living in poverty. Counsellors say that women are accessing
counselling for longer periods due to the fact that financial hardship is making it more
difficult for women to deal with other issues such as relationship problems, bereavement,
parenting issues, etc.
The research project was cut short by the Covid-19 pandemic and the national lockdown.
All data presented here was gathered before the shutdown. The financial circumstances of
these women may have changed.
This work was funded by a grant from The Smallwood Trust for
which we are profoundly grateful.
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Methodology
35 women completed outcome assessments using a Pathway Star tool from
Triangle Consulting. All findings in this report are based on these 35 Star
assessments. Other women took part in project activities but chose to not be
interviewed individually.
The Pathway Star assessment tool measures participants’ progress against the
following outcomes:
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(NB: For a collection of qualitative data from participants please see the other report from this
project called Hear My Voice: What do women say about their experiences with poverty?)
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The data has not been amended since lockdown for two reasons. Firstly, results would
be skewed by assessments done during the pandemic. Outcomes would reflect the
pandemic’s unprecedented changes and experiences rather than any definable influence
of the poverty project. Secondly, not all women can be contacted safely by WHIST during
lockdown. Some women are in very vulnerable circumstances at home and ask us not to
telephone them, as they have no privacy. Moreover, not all women have digital access,
and this is proving a significant barrier. While the nation has largely embraced the move
to virtual classes, video-conferencing, social media and email contact, a significant
proportion of people are excluded; universal digital inclusion will be a challenge for us at
WHIST as we move forward into a future shaped by social distancing.
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Please note that this research project has been curtailed by the Covid-19 pandemic
and national lockdown. Results are incomplete and not all planned interventions
and activities went ahead. Of the 35 women who completed initial assessments,
17 completed a full assessment of outcomes before lockdown, and 12 completed a
partial end-point assessment.
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The planned methodology was for women to complete a Star assessment when entering
the project, and then re-assess their outcomes at the end after the participants had
engaged in a range of project activities (see below).
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Who delivered
this?

Why was this activity
offered as part of
the project?

What was available
for the women?

Practical skills and offers:

2x10 week courses in
budget cooking called
Money Matters

One-to-one energy advice
appointments

Eco Crafts group

Basic DIY for complete
beginners

Clothing and toiletries
giveaway

Free Food Share bags and
Give and Take table sharing food and toiletries.
Cinema trip to see Sorry I
Missed You by Ken Loach

8

WHiST Project Co-ordinator
and volunteers

National Energy Action

WHiST Project Co-ordinator
and volunteers
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Who delivered
this?

Why was this activity
offered as part of
the project?

Training and workshops
Free weekly shared meal
cooked to a strict budget
of under 50p per person.
Delivered skills in nutrition,
cooking and budgeting,
social bonding and food!
Tackling fuel poverty. Skills
in saving energy and
swapping suppliers.
Exploring crafts with
recyclables instead of
paying for hobby materials

Peer-led supported
by Co-ordinator

Delivered skills in basic DIY
jobs, confidence building

Volunteers supported
by Co-ordinator

Providing free essentials,
preserving dignity,
confidence building. Event
management skills for
volunteers.

Hospitality and Hope,
WHiST
Co-ordinator and other
staff, Volunteers

Tackling food insecurity.
Awareness-raising of
poverty as a wider issue.

Project Co-ordinator

Awareness raising of
poverty as a wider issue
Confidence building and
social occasion

What are your Rights? A
Socio-economic Rights
workshop

Workie Ticket Theatre
Company
Just Fair WHiST Project
Co-ordinator

Awareness raising of
poverty as a wider issue
Confidence building

Understanding Welfare
Rights and Services

South Tyneside Council
Welfare Rights with
Project Co-ordinator

Practical support with
benefits Awareness raising
Training for volunteers who
support other women

Understanding Fuel Poverty
and Health workshop

National Energy Action

Practical advice tackling
fuel poverty. Training for
volunteers who support
other women

Active Voices 7-week active
citizenship course

Workers’ Educational
Association, funded by
Comic Relief, The Elders’
Council and Newcastle
University

Confidence building
Skills development
Planning credit union

Understanding the work
of a food bank – Visit

Visit to Hospitality and
Hope

Tackling food insecurity
Confidence building
Training for volunteers who
support other women

Hear My Voice
writer’s workshops

Cap a Pie Theatre
Company with Project
Co-ordinator

Awareness raising
Confidence building
Skills development –
reporting, explaining,
negotiating

Housing Question
and Answer

South Tyneside Council
Housing team with Project
Co-ordinator

Awareness raising
Confidence building
Practical advice
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Project Activities
What was available
for the women?

Who delivered
this?

Why was this activity
offered as part of
the project?

Other planned activities cancelled because of Covid-19:
Escorted visits to a range
of external providers

Home and Garden
giveaway event

Gardening workshop:
Growing
Your Own Microgreens

Photo Stories project
with photographer

Support vulnerable women
to access local specialist
support services

Volunteers

Provision of free essentials
Skills development for
volunteers

Volunteers

Teaching self-sufficiency
and nutrition.
Provision of free essentials
Skills development for
volunteers

Photographer
Cap a Pie Theatre
Company Volunteers,
Project Co-ordinator

Confidence and aspirations
Personal stories with
photographs of significant
objects for exhibition at
theatre performances and
at WHiST

Visit to performance of
Credit by Cap a Pie
theatre company

Project Co-ordinator,
volunteers, Cap a Pie

Awareness raising,
confidence and pride,
social occasion

Channel Your Anger,
Campaign for Change
workshop

Just Fair
Other local campaign
groups

Awareness raising
Empowerment

Peer-led training event on
Understanding Poverty for
staff and volunteers

Steering group supported
by Project Co-ordinator

Disseminating learning
Maximising potential of
project. Skills development
for Steering Group

End of Project networking
event and report launch

Steering Group, Project
Co-ordinator, other WHiST
staff, volunteers, range of
local partners and invitees

Disseminating learning
Maximising potential of
project. Skills development
for Steering Group

Steering Group, volunteers
and Co-ordinator

Disseminating learning
Maximising potential of
project. Skills development
for Steering Group

Establishing volunteer
Financial
Wellbeing Champions
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Comments from
Clothing Event
The Clothing and Toiletries Giveaway
One of the defining characteristics of women’s experiences of poverty is shame. Women
report that they are ashamed of being on benefits, ashamed of how and where they live,
ashamed that they can’t provide for loved ones, ashamed that they can’t make more
donations to charity, ashamed of taking handouts and ashamed of their clothes and
personal appearance.
Volunteers in the WHIST poverty project wanted to address some of this sense of shame.
An event was organised to give away clothing and toiletries. The volunteers were adamant
that they didn’t want it to look like a jumble sale, and they didn’t want women on low
incomes to feel targeted. The event was marketed as an exercise in sustainable living,
reducing clothing going to landfill and encouraging recycling. Display boards were created
about the environmental cost of fast fashion. Donated clothing was washed where
possible, hung by size on rails, and neatly arranged. Mirrors and a changing area were
available. All women were encouraged to take as many items as they wished for free, and
donation boxes were available. Some women took one top and donated £5. Some women
took 10 items and donated 10p. Every woman could take what she wanted and needed,
and the fact that it was open to everyone meant that dignity was preserved.

“I haven’t thought about my clothes
for years but this has made me take a bit
more pride in myself. I washed my hair, look,
and I was up bright and early today looking
forward to this. It feels nice to be looking
after myself a bit.”

“Imagine if we’d just gone up to
people who we know are struggling
and said, you’re poor aren’t you,
would you like one of these donated
jumpers and maybe some soap? I
feel like we’ve done a good thing in
making it an event for everyone. It
takes some of the shame off.”

“I’m so pleased to have a
warm coat, thank you. I
couldn’t even afford one at
the charity shops so this is
brilliant.”

“I know it sounds daft and
a bit girly but I feel a lot
better for having some
new clothes.”

“It’s lovely to be
doing something all
together: staff, volunteers,
all of us, just having a laugh.
It’s a boost for your self
esteem.”
11
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Findings
Changes in Outcomes for Beneficiaries

One question that was asked at focus groups was whether interviewees had ever used a
Food Bank. Two women had visited Hospitality and Hope, a local charity operating a food
bank, but several women said that while they knew it was there, they would never
go because they ‘knew some of the men’ who went there. Further questions revealed
women’s anxiety around using the food bank for fear of encountering individuals with
challenging behaviour. H&H addressed this by developing partnerships to reduce barriers
to people attending. One such partnership was a pilot with WHiST to offer food bags from
WHiST premises. 15-20 food bags were given out to women each week and recipients were
delighted that they could access this offer in a women-only space.
The same women also gave feedback that they found it very stressful to access other
public services and community organisations (such as Welfare Rights, Job Centres, and
Citizen’s Advice Bureau). As survivors of abuse, they were reluctant to visit these services
because of the risk of meeting the cohort of men in the town who they feared. A majority of
respondents said they would like to see female-only time slots at a range of organisations.

Skills

Stability at
home

Money

Friends and
connections

Healthy
lifestyle

Emotional
well-being

Family and
relationships

Confidence
and
aspirations

Update: This experiment was curtailed by the Covid-19 pandemic. We hope that further
trials of women-only donation and collection points will resume soon.

Putting Poverty into the
Spotlight with Cap-a-Pie
Theatre Company
“Cap-a-Pie is a theatre company that inspires thinking and learning. Since 1996
we’ve specialised in bringing people together to take part in a democratic creative
process. We work with people of all backgrounds, ages and abilities to create touring
theatre and community and education projects.
Cap-a-Pie worked with women at WHIST to create our new show ‘Credit’. Made
alongside communities, support organisations and researchers ‘Credit’ is an honest
picture of how people in the North East are dealing with the ongoing changes to the
welfare system. We are so grateful to the women who took part in the workshops at
WHIST. They really helped us to understand the particularities of how Universal
Credit affects women.”
Credit was due to be staged at The Alphabetti Theatre in Newcastle in April 2020. We are
devastated that Credit was not staged due to the Covid-19 pandemic. We hope that
somehow, some day, Credit will be performed and we can see our women’s contributions.
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Decreased

No change

Increase

(dropped back)

(stayed same)

(made positive progress)

Average
(mean)

Decreased
(dropped back)

No change
(stayed same)

Increase
(made positive
progress)

22%

60%

33%
13

2020

HEAR MY VOICE

Working for Women’s Well-being

Working for Women’s Well-being

Findings

Findings

Changes in Outcomes for Beneficiaries

Changes in Outcomes for Beneficiaries
1.

% of total number of
beneficiaries

Decreased

No change

Increase

(dropped back)

(stayed same)

(made positive progress)

Skills

6%

41%

53%

Stability at home

24%

53%

24%

Money

29%

35%

35%

Healthy lifestyle

6%

59%

35%

Emotional
well-being

12%

65%

24%

Family and
relationships

24%

59%

18%

Friends and
connections

24%

65%

12%

Confidence and
aspirations

29%

41%

29%

Average (mean)

22%

60%

33%
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The most significant long-term increase of 53% across the cohort was in Skills.
Women reported particular progress with practical skills, especially cooking; money
management skills, including budgeting; IT skills, assertiveness skills with external service
providers and increased personal capabilities from their group work and volunteering.

2. Money and Healthy lifestyle both showed an increase of 35%. These relate directly to
the activities that were offered to participants around food insecurity and fuel poverty.
Women reported particular progress with budgeting for food, knowledge of how to
save on energy costs, and increased awareness of nutrition on a budget.
3. The cohort as a whole, and individual women, showed decrease and increase across
the outcomes. The evidence collated here does not only reflect the impact of the
poverty project interventions, but also the generally complex and eventful lives of this
group of women. Individual respondents experienced significant life events during the
course of the research, including but not limited to the following: family conflict, moving
house, diagnosis of new or worsening health conditions, having their benefit stopped,
having their benefit reduced, bereavement, starting and ending personal relationships,
and illness in a loved one.
4. A surprising finding was that Friends and Connections increased by only 12%, despite
the opportunities for social contact afforded by the programme of activities. What
the data above doesn’t show is interim changes: a majority of participants recorded
an increase of 20-40% in Confidence and Aspirations, Friends and Connections, and
Emotional Wellbeing at the end of the first term of the project, but this change was not
sustained once courses ended.
5. Interim scores were not systematically recorded across the cohort because of the time
required for 35 individual interviews. Nonetheless, one participant agreed to more
frequent monitoring as a test case. ST001 completed five Star assessments over the
duration of the project and her scores showed significant variation. During the course
of monitoring she was called for medical re-assessment for ESA (please see her detailed
case study in the other part of this report). ST001’s Outcomes Star assessment scores
show the impact of this re-assessment process. Her scores for Emotional Wellbeing,
Confidence and Aspirations and Stability At Home all fell by 40%. Four months later,
only Stability at Home had recovered slightly by 10%.
6. The figures in the table for Stayed the same do not, therefore, mean that individuals’
outcome scores were stagnant.
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Changes in Employment Status of Beneficiaries
1.

% of total number of beneficiaries

16

First

Last

Number of beneficiaries who completed employment
status questions

35

34

Paid employment (incl. self-employment)

6%

9%

In work but looking for improved work/life balance

0%

0%

Voluntary work

9%

56%

In work experience

0%

0%

Out of work and looking for work

29%

3%

*Out of work but not currently looking for work

54%

29%

Currently unable to work

3%

3%

Unsure

0%

0%

Other, please explain in beneficiary notes below

0%

0%
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The table above seems to show significant movement but hides a more complex
picture: please see explanatory notes below.

2. A key difficulty with the reporting format has been that a participant could only have
one selected employment status, whereas in reality, many of the interviewees have
more than one status: for example a woman might be ‘out of work and not looking
for work’ at the same time as ‘voluntary work’. The choice of status therefore reflects
the woman’s choice of which status is most relevant to her at time of assessment. Her
choice may well have been influenced by her health at the time.
3. Paid employment: most of the women in this study are furthest from the labour market
and were not aiming for progression to paid work. Nonetheless, at March 2020, three
of the respondents were in part time paid work. This low percentage points to both the
multiple and complex needs of the cohort as a whole, and their long-term dependence
on the welfare system. The women now in paid employment have been coming to
WHIST for a long time and years of professional care underpin this progress. Their
personal and financial improvements are not wholly attributable to this project.
4. Out of work and looking for work covers those women who are claiming JSA or UC,
both of which require a claimant to be actively looking for work. Most of these women
have not moved from this benefit, but now prefer to self-identify as Voluntary Work.
5. Out of work and not looking for work covers a range of circumstances: retired, full time
homemakers and carers, and those women claiming ESA and PIP who are in a SWP
support group and are not required to be actively looking for work at present because
of ill health. Part of the decrease here is attributable to women being moved from one
benefit to another. Again, there is also change based on how the women have chosen
to self-identify.
6. Currently unable to work is a legal definition and refers here to a woman who is not
permitted to work because of her immigration status.
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What works to improve outcomes for financially vulnerable women?

34

The observations that follow are from the women who have taken part in this study.
The project has shown that those with lived experience of poverty are best able to
identify their own needs and solutions. The respondents identified both interventions,
and underpinning factors, that had been essential in improving their outcomes.

Sections

Number of People

Vocational qualification

0

Functional qualification (e.g. numeracy,
literacy)

1

Higher or further education

0

Other skills training

19

Un-paid on the job training

3

N/A

8

Unknown

3

Women had enrolled for classes at WHIST and at other local providers at the time of
the Covid-19 pandemic and national shutdown in March 2020. One woman was doing
Level 1 numeracy and 3 women were being trained as part of their voluntary work. Other
skills training included level 1 volunteer skills and personal development courses such as
improving self esteem. We suspect that their plans will have been curtailed by recent
changes to national life, not least because of digital exclusion. WHiST is actively working
to enable women to participate in online courses.
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Destinations, Training and Qualifications

Number of beneficiaries who completed
training / qualifications question:

HEAR MY VOICE

•

For this particular cohort, access to a safe, women-only space was identified as
essential. This is particularly true for survivors of abuse and sexual violence, but women
also said that a gender-specific space makes it much easier to talk about physical
and mental health.

•

Participants had clear ideas about how the learning environment was crucial. Women
often arrived cold, hungry and feeling anxious from their journey, so the space needs
to be warm, clean and safe. It was notable in discussion groups that conversation
flowed more freely, and insights were more profound, when refreshments were provided.
Interviewees often spoke about how they can only start really thinking when their basic
physical needs have been taken care of. (They were of course effectively describing
Maslow’s concept of the hierarchy of needs introduced in 1943, where physiological
needs and safety needs are foundation stones for progress.) Women were very clear
that some of the environments they encounter at other organisations, including job
centres, training rooms and DWP premises are not conducive to thought and open
communication.

•

Respondents specified that an atmosphere of trust, dignity and mutual respect was
essential if they were to learn anything and recognised that this needs to be worked
on rather than happening spontaneously. All the participants who claim benefits made
distinctions between the activities in this project at WHiST, where they chose to attend,
and mandatory training sessions that they have been obliged to attend elsewhere in
the past.

•

Beneficiaries said emotional support was vital and said that a huge part of the
project’s success was the provision of opportunities to talk and reflect on their
situations. Most women said that they had disclosed things they had never talked
about before. They identified that it was very beneficial to hear from their peers and
realise that they were not alone in their experiences. As well as informal peer support,
women said that professional support would be useful. Counselling was not part of this
project’s offer, but it is offered at WHiST and a majority of the women involved in the
study are receiving counselling or have done in the past. Women making use of the
counselling service said they felt it was important to address the complex causes of
their poverty, including poor health and experience of abuse, and the emotional impact
of their poverty.

19
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•

The women in this study are not temporarily unemployed or in short term difficulties –
they are in deep, long term poverty and financial insecurity. Respondents said it was
essential to have long term support for long term problems. It is therefore particularly
disappointing that the project was cut short by the Covid-19 pandemic. On this point of
long term support, beneficiaries also raised the issue of the length of the funding grant
and said a 12 month project was only ‘scratching the surface’. It was felt that lots of
issues had been revealed, but that they needed a second phase of the project to firmly
embed all the learning into long term practice.

•

•

Practical skills training groups were identified as helpful in terms of improving
participants’ skills, but also increasing confidence and social interaction. The Money
Matters shared meal was frequently cited by the women as ‘hitting a lot of things
all at once’ – getting fed, learning something new, and social time. It was ‘useful
downtime’ away from more emotionally intense discussion. Beneficiaries were very
clear that while the knowledge base for practical skills might come from themselves,
groups worked best with a paid facilitator who was able to manage the group. The
practical skills groups in the project were a useful opportunity to explore peer support
and peer-taught groups. A number of women in the study had just completed a Level
3 qualification in adult education at WHIST. Alongside the existing WHiST volunteer
programme, we explored ways of these women leading practical workshops for
their peers. (At the same time, the Volunteer Coordinator at WHIST was running an
exploratory programme of peer support training.) WHiST has found that for our cohort,
most of the women feel most comfortable with the involvement of a staff facilitator.
Interestingly, the DIY group ran with the paid facilitator and some steering group
members in a learning support role, and the woman leading the training said that it
was most useful to have a support team and a very small group. Team teaching might
be worth exploring in the future to overcome the women’s barriers of nerves and low
confidence to move a peer-led model forward.

•

The women involved in this project would like to feed back that as well as learning
to do things for themselves, it was also very helpful to be offered food, clothing and
toiletries. One woman said that being offered a food parcel was like receiving “a hug in
a bag”: she took it as a sign that she wasn’t invisible, but that other people felt she was
important and wanted to offer kindness.

•

All beneficiaries said it was vital that the project operated on a model where they
could choose what they wanted to attend, start when they wanted and omit what
they wanted. The fact that not all women attended all interventions means that it is
difficult to measure quantitatively the impact of each intervention. However the women
were adamant that due to the complexity of their lives (including care, childcare, health,
medical appointments etc) a fixed term course with an expectation of full attendance
would be impossible.

HEAR MY VOICE
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The project offered opportunities for development of higher-level thinking skills,
interpersonal skills and employability skills through the Steering Group. The women
in this group were integral to the project’s success and shaped the approach and
nature of all the interventions offered. Through their own lived experiences they have
significant specialist knowledge of poverty, the benefits system, the particular impact
on women, and the range of specialist support services across their borough. They have
held formal and informal meetings, gone to training events, done research, met external
agencies, represented WHiST, negotiated course and project content, analysed and
synthesised information, reassured, listened, questioned and shared. The outcomes of
this project are a credit to them.

This is a small-scale study of a specialised cohort – a group of adult females with
long-term physical and/or mental health problems. We are not aiming to extrapolate their
experiences across broader populations in England. Nonetheless, we see no reason why
the lived experiences detailed in this study would not be replicated elsewhere amongst
similar groups. Participants’ difficulties with ESA, PIP and UC may well be shared more
widely amongst the population and are likely to become more prevalent as full UC
rollout continues.

All the women remain highly vulnerable to future
financial shock. The project has not been able to
increase their income, only their ability to budget
and cope with a low income.
It is worth noting that the women who claim benefits have their finances governed by
national decision-makers. They have no personal autonomy. The claimants’ experiences
recorded here seem compelling evidence that those who depend on the welfare system
have low financial resilience which is not easily improved. Until there is an overhaul of the
welfare system to provide more of a safety net for the most vulnerable in our society, many
citizens with protected characteristics will remain locked into poverty by the fundamentally
inadequate workings of the system that should protect us all.
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Recommendations
Recommended Outcomes for all Support Organisations
The women who participated in this study have made the following
key recommendations for any organisation that offers support services.
WHiST is already implementing some of these steps.

We learn better
when we are warm,
fed and comfortable. Can
organisations offer refreshments
and travel expenses? WHiST is
already including this in all funding
applications for courses and
services.

It’s hard to find out about
all the help that’s available,
especially for people who
don’t have the internet. Can
organisations create an
Information Point with displays
about services in the borough?

It often feels like people don’t understand
poverty and how it affects you. Can
organisations build poverty awareness
training into annual training for staff and
volunteers? It would be great if it were
talked about as part of safeguarding.

Many of us prefer to talk
and listen rather than read
– can organisations also
have a nominated Financial
Wellbeing Champion who
can signpost us to support?
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Help
us to break down
the code of silence about
poverty that keeps us trapped.
Make it okay to talk about
finances and money worries.
Please just ask us - and then
please listen.
Thank You!
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