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Executive summary:
Research by the Women’s Resource Centre 
found that on average, over five years, for every £1 
invested in women’s services, between £5 and £11 
worth of social value is generated for women, their 
families and the State.

Introduction

Women’s organisations “seek to improve the status and situation of women”.1 Embedded in 
communities, women’s organisations work with many of the most marginalised and vulnerable 
women within society. They have a unique reach within communities and fill essential gaps in 
statutory provision. As the ‘net beneath the net,’ women’s organisations meet the needs of 
marginalised women and provide them with a public voice. 

This Social Return on Investment (SROI) analysis is the first study of its kind that measures the social 
value and impact of specialist domestic violence provision and other specialist women’s services. 
The report highlights the far reaching benefits of the services provided by women’s organisations 
and the significant savings they create to the State, local economies and communities. It outlines the 
important role of the women’s voluntary and community sector and draws attention to the need to 
fund specialist services for women and support the financial sustainability of women’s organisations.

The report calls for recognition of the value of women’s organisations across a wide range of sectors. 
The women’s organisations featured in this report are drawn from diverse specialisms including 
education, employment, training and sexual violence support. The report seeks to raise awareness 
of the value of specialist women’s organisations both within and beyond the area of violence against 
women and girls and highlights the need for women-only services, particularly those that are led by 
and for ethnic minority women.

Hidden Value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s voluntary and community 
organisations urges commissioners and policy makers to recognise the value of the women’s 
voluntary sector and understand that supporting women supports families and wider society.

With the current economic crisis putting increased pressures on public finances and with funders 
looking for greater evidence of ‘value for money’, it is essential that women’s organisations are able to 
demonstrate and communicate the economic, social and environmental value that they generate. 

This research seeks to inform commissioners and policy makers about the vital work and diversity of 
women’s organisations and how investment in these services provides an effective way to address 
some of the most challenging issues in our society.
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Background

Overlooking value 
Women’s organisations are currently operating in the most intense period of competition for funding 
on record. Due to reductions in public spending and shifts from grant giving to commissioning, 
funding to women’s organisations has significantly decreased. Due to increased competition for the 
funding that is available, it is imperative that organisations can demonstrate their value and social 
impact.

The economic downturn has exacerbated women’s organisations’ existing financial vulnerabilities. 
Between 2004-2007 one in five women’s organisations has been forced to close2 due to a lack of 
funding and more recently 52% of women’s organisations have had to reduce service provision due to 
funding reductions.3 While they encounter barriers to funding which are similar to other voluntary and 
community organisations, such as short term funding, bureaucracy, the rise of competitive tendering 
and limited capacity for fundraising, women’s organisations also face additional challenges including 
a lack of gender awareness in society; under-representation of women in public bodies and decision-
making; and a lack of recognition of what women’s organisations do and why they are needed.4 

Why women?
Women’s organisations play an important role in filling gaps in statutory provision and supporting 
hard to reach groups. Founded on an ethos of empowerment and shaped by a woman-centred 
approach, they offer a holistic solution to meet both women’s multiple needs and wider societal 
problems.

Women’s organisations’ unique reach within communities provides an important gateway for 
engagement with marginalised groups and their work is central to the Government’s community 
empowerment agenda. Women’s organisations provide a valuable opportunity for policy makers 
to connect with the needs of grassroots women and offer a mechanism for ensuring that women’s 
voices are represented in local decision-making.

Women-only services are often led by and for specific communities of women to provide effective 
and tailored services to meet the needs of women across the equalities spectrum including disabled 
women, Black, Asian, minority ethnic and refugee (BAMER) women, young and older women, lesbian, 
bisexual and trans women and women living in poverty.

The importance of women-only services is demonstrated by organisations providing VAWG services; 
these are often life saving and have a long term impact on the women and families they support. 
As demonstrated in this report, the fact that many other services are women-only is also key to the 
success of their outcomes. 

Methodology

The project was carried out using the Social Return on Investment (SROI) methodology to determine 
the impact and social value of specialist women’s organisations. SROI is a form of cost-benefit 
analysis that seeks to measure and value the key changes, or outcomes, created by a programme or 
activity. 

This research used the standardised methodology developed by the new economics foundation 
(nef) and the Office for Civil Society (then the Office for the Third Sector).5 This involved following 
specific processes used in SROI evaluation, including producing an impact map to show positive 
and negative effects of a service or intervention, data collection of financial and other forms of 
investment in activities and their outcomes and impacts, as well as the calculation of outcomes in 
monetary terms. 
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Unlike most SROI studies, which are hosted by a single organisation, this project was carried out 
with multiple organisations and coordinated by the Women’s Resource Centre (WRC), a specialist 
infrastructure body which supports the sustainability of women’s organisations. This unique pilot 
project was designed to build the capacity of women’s organisations to conduct economic impact 
evaluation and enhance their ability to communicate their economic and social value.

With the support of nef, WRC worked with the following five frontline women’s organisations, based in 
London, to examine the costs and long term benefits associated with their work:
•	 Ashiana Network 
•	 Heba Women’s Project 
•	 Rape Crisis South London (RASASC)
•	 South Sudan Women’s Skills Development (SSWSD)
•	 Women and Girls Network (WGN).

Findings

Findings from the SROI demonstrate a range of positive outcomes from the five women’s 
organisations involved and illustrate that investment in women’s organisations provides extraordinary 
benefits to women, families and wider society as well as saving money for the State. These include:
•	 Increased independence, self confidence and self esteem for ethnic minority migrant women in 

East London which supports them in to education and training and so increases tax take for the 
State

•	 Improved physical and mental health for young women from South Asian, Turkish and Iranian 
communities who experience domestic violence, reducing long term health spend on state 
services

•	 Increased economic independence for female survivors of sexual violence which reduces state 
benefit spend

•	 Improvements in social interactions, personal and emotional safety and improved economic 
activity for Sudanese women

•	 Improvements in personal well-being, social relationships, independence and reduction in 
suicide for women and girls attending the WGN counselling service.

The SROI analysis found that:
•	 For every £1 of investment in services, the social value created by women’s organisations ranges 

between £5 and £11
•	 The total social value created by women’s organisations and specific services within 

organisations ranges between £1,773,429 and £5,294,226.

Conclusions and recommendations

This analysis shows that there are enormous benefits from investing in women’s voluntary 
organisations. Even small levels of financial investment create a large social return. Based on this our 
three key recommendations for action are: 

•	 An equalities framework must be integrated into commissioning processes to ensure 
the needs of specific communities can be identified and met 

•	 When commissioning services the Government must adopt a broader definition of 
outcomes and select appropriate funding models that meet the needs of women 

•	 Commissioners must recognise the value of holistic specialist services
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1. Introduction

Just one year after the Minister for Equalities’ comments at the 36th Women’s Aid National 
Conference, the women’s voluntary and community sector in the UK faces unprecedented 
uncertainty. With severe cuts to funding, legislative changes which will deprive women of benefits and 
other proposals such as cuts to legal aid and provision of free English language lessons, the women’s 
sector faces unparalleled challenges to both its financial sustainability and the future of women’s 
rights.

In light of the challenges which lie ahead, the work of women’s organisations is crucial and their 
mission more critical than ever. Enterprising and solution focused, women’s organisations achieve 
their aims by using a wide range of strategies to meet women’s needs. 

1.1. The broader context - women’s inequality in the UK 

There is a widespread misconception that gender equality has been achieved and discrimination 
against women has been eliminated. Whilst there have been advances in women’s equality, there 
remains much to be done. 

According to evidence obtained by The Fawcett Society, the low income of mothers is the source 
of 70% of child poverty.7 In addition, 40% of Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) women live in 
poverty8 and minority ethnic women are more likely to face financial exclusion than minority ethnic 
men or the general population, with some, for example, not having access to a bank account.9 

Violence against women and girls (VAWG) is a major problem in the UK. Every minute, an incident of 
domestic violence (DV) is reported to the police and one in four women experience DV over their 
lifetimes.10

The hidden nature of culturally specific types of violence, such as forced marriage, so called ‘honour’-
based violence and female genital mutilation (FGM) make it difficult to ascertain an accurate 
overview of their prevalence in the UK. However, the Government’s Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) 
dealt with around 1,600 reported incidents of suspected forced marriage in 2008 and it is estimated 
that as many as 3,000 women may be forced into marriage in the UK every year.11 With regard to 
FGM, it is thought that in England and Wales approximately 22,000 girls under the age of 15 are at 
risk of this practice, and 66,000 women are currently living with the physical, emotional and sexual 
consequences of FGM.12

“In many ways, the women’s sector is a model of the Big 
Society we wish to build. That is a society in which we all work 
together to address problems, conscious that Government 
has a role to play but that it does not have all the answers, and 
recognising the role played by charities, voluntary groups and 
others…” 
Theresa May MP, Minister for Women and Equalities

6
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1.2. The value of women’s services

The women’s voluntary and community sector is comprised of women’s organisations working across 
a wide variety of areas. From training and education to DV services, women’s organisations promote 
gender equality and seek to provide women with comprehensive needs-led support. 

Women’s organisations are unique in their ability to support, mobilise and inspire women and seek to 
establish long term solutions to the challenges they face. Across all sectors, women’s organisations 
remain solution focused and work to advance the position of women by comprehensively supporting 
their needs. 

Women’s organisations work with some of the most vulnerable and marginalised women within 
society and are experts at providing programmes that are appropriate to women’s needs. They 
support women that have been been unable to access mainstream services because they have been 
considered too ‘complex or challenging’ and offer ‘woman-centred’ solutions, which take account 
of the causes and consequences of women’s inequality. They help to empower women and provide 
them with the tools needed to rebuild their lives. For example, organisations providing VAWG services 
not only offer women-only spaces, where women feel safe, they empower women by helping them to 
regain control over their lives and bodies, and equip them with the information and support they need 
to make informed decisions about their future.

Women’s organisations provide an important alternative for women who do not wish to access 
mainstream services. For example, on average just 10% of survivors of sexual abuse who access Rape 
Crisis Centres report their experiences to the police.13 The independence of women’s organisations 
enables them to access hard to reach groups and as their services are often led by and for specific 
communities of women, they provide effective and tailored support to meet the needs of women 
across the equalities spectrum. Research has shown that women’s BAMER organisations are 
vital as they provide appropriate support to women whose issues are poorly understood in the 
‘mainstream’.14 These organisations have been critical in placing issues, such as so called ‘honour 
killings’ and FGM, firmly on public and political agendas. 

Specialist women’s organisations also promote broader benefits to society by tackling social 
exclusion and promoting community cohesion. Their services help to integrate women into 
wider society and help to bring women of different faiths and ethnicities together. They are able 
to overcome cultural barriers and accommodate linguistic diversity, as well as having detailed 
knowledge about women’s cultural identities and their experiences.

Through their preventative work, the women’s sector creates significant financial savings to the State, 
reducing the strain on public services and offering broader benefits for wider society. According to 
the Home Office the minimum cost to the State of VAWG is £37.6 billion per year.15 By supporting 
survivors of domestic abuse, for example, the women’s sector can create savings to the State by 
preventing short and long term physical and mental health problems, such as substance misuse.

Women’s organisations also play a vital role in reaching those furthest away from the labour market 
and help to increase women’s skills and self-esteem to enable them to access further education 
and employment. For example, through volunteering opportunities, women can be empowered 
to develop their skills and increase their readiness for work. Research has shown that 11% of Chief 
Executives of women’s organisations started out as service users.16
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1.3. Why specialist women’s services are needed

This report focuses on the specialisms of VAWG and BAMER women as these are the areas our 
participatory organisations work in. However, specialist women’s organisations provide an incredible 
range of services, including providing advocacy support, helping women to find employment and 
raising awareness of issues affecting all groups of women such as health and environmental issues. 
Specialist women’s organisations:

Provide independent frontline services which directly support the needs of women within 
their communities: Specialist organisations have a unique reach within communities, connecting 
women who may not otherwise access mainstream support. They offer therapeutic support, 
counselling, peer groups and many services in languages other than English, given within a sensitive 
framework and a safe environment.17

Are led by and for women: Safely exploring their experiences with other women who share 
similar cultural backgrounds and understanding is essential for service users, where they can speak 
in their own language and be understood.18 Many staff within these organisations have suffered 
discrimination and social exclusion themselves and can identify with the problems and discrimination 
service users face.19 As a result, specialised non-governmental organisations are essential in aiding 
those who are dealing with gender and culturally sensitive abuse.20 

Act as an important point of access for many BAMER women: Many new arrivals to the UK have 
little information about their rights, often relying on women in their families and in their community 
for support.21 Many BAMER women would also not access mixed services for cultural and/or safety 
reasons. Additionally, research suggests that there is a growing reluctance for some communities to 
seek help and co-operate with local and central Government due to a perceived failure to address 
socioeconomic disadvantages in the community.22 Therefore, specialist women’s organisations 
have become a supportive environment for people who have been neglected or distrust statutory 
services. 

Offer pathways to educational and vocational development: Women’s organisations provide 
women with the support they need to gain employment or training, including additional support 
by addressing barriers that women face to accessing mainstream services, for example, providing 
childcare, paying expenses, taking account of women’s caring responsibilities and providing 
translators/interpreters. Respected grassroots organisations that can build long term relationships 
with women are in the best position to tackle the barriers to BAMER women’s employment, including 
poor English and numerical skills, a lack of affordable childcare, and low self-confidence. Research 
on BAME women’s access to the labour market found that women-led organisations provide a 
crucial empowering and representational role for this community “enabling capacity building, civic 
engagement, combating social exclusion and tackling issues like discrimination and racism”.23

Provide life saving support to women who have experienced violence: The holistic support of 
VAWG organisations can often have a long term impact on women and their families’ lives, reducing 
incidences of abuse and the damage caused by violence.24 For example, research on Rape Crisis 
Centres found a range of positive outcomes reported by survivors who had used their services, 
including a reduction in self-harming, to an ability to return to work or study.25 Specialist VAWG 
services are needed because of the devastation violence and abuse causes to all aspects of womens’ 
lives physically, mentally, financially and socially. They allow women the space and time needed to 
understand and try to overcome what has happened to them.

Address the causes and consequences of gendered violence: Specialist women’s organisations 
acknowledge that women may experience repeated instances of abuse throughout their life cycle 
and acknowledge gendered violence in relation to the context of their lives rather than in relation 
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to each instance of abuse. Women’s organisations, in particular Rape Crisis Centres, focus upon 
securing justice for survivors rather than securing a conviction and seek to rebuild women’s self 
esteem and equip them with the emotional skills needed to ensure a lasting recovery. 

The impact of changes in funding on specialist women’s services
The recent shift away from grant giving to commissioning has had a profound impact on women’s 
organisations. Commissioning means that the process of choosing service providers is subject to 
competitive tendering – ‘shopping for services’ rather than needs-led grant making.26 There has been 
an emphasis on efficiency savings through streamlining the number of contracts and purchasing 
similar services from a single provider. This has a disproportionate effect on women’s organisations, 
particularly BAME services, as they are typically small providers that do not have the capacity to bid 
for large generic contracts.27 In the current climate, there is a lack of understanding of the need for 
women-only services, with funders favouring larger, generic providers. Increasingly, as Government 
policy is becoming more gender neutral, specialised women’s organisations are finding it increasingly 
difficult to obtain funding and have to constantly justify their women-only status.28

1.4. About this project

In recent years there has been increasing emphasis on the need for voluntary and community 
organisations to demonstrate their impact. In particular, organisations are being asked to measure 
and provide evidence of the social, economic and environmental value of the services they provide 
and activities they generate. While undertaking such evaluations can prove challending in terms of 
the capacity and resource restrictions of these organisations, it can also offer an opportunity for the 
social and environmental value of the impact of their work to be recognised.

In 2009 the Women’s Resource Centre (WRC), with the support of the new economics foundation 
(nef), began a two-year research project to examine the economic value and long term benefits 
associated with the work of five frontline women’s organisations based in London. These 
organisations work in diverse specialisms including education, employment training and domestic 
and sexual violence. This unique pilot project was designed to build the capacity of women’s 
organisations to conduct economic impact evaluation and enhance their ability to communicate 
their economic and social value. 

The project used the Social Return on Investment (SROI) model to demonstrate and communicate 
the contributions of, and the social value created by, equality support providers in England. This 
approach is a form of cost-benefit analysis used to demonstrate the value of a programme or activity, 
and to help better understand the value for money.

SROI analyses were conducted with five women’s organisations:
•	 Ashiana Network which provides support and empowers South Asian, Turkish and Iranian 

women who are experiencing domestic violence
•	 Heba Women’s Project which is a training and enterprise project for Bangladeshi, Pakistani, 

Somali, Algerian and East African women
•	 South Sudan Women’s Skills Development (SSWSD) which supports Sudanese women and 

children in exile to alleviate their poverty and isolation
•	 Rape Crisis South London (The Rape and Sexual Abuse Support Centre – RASASC) which 

specialises in advocacy, counselling and helpline support for female survivors of sexual violence
•	 Women and Girls Network (WGN) which is a London-wide counselling and therapy service 

offering support for any woman who has experienced violence or abuse.

The research was limited to London because of the funder and this was also necessary for 
convenience because of the intensive one to one support the groups required from WRC, who are 
also based in London. However, the highest proportion of women’s organisations in the UK are based 
in London, therefore we felt that this was still a representative group. 
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1.5. The role of the Women’s Resource Centre

WRC purposely used a participatory action research approach to ensure that participants were 
involved in all processes of the SROI study and used this opportunity to both promote the work 
of their organisation and embed data collection practices for the future. The study sought to 
improve the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems of women’s organisations and support their 
communications and marketing by providing a clear evidence base for their work.

In addition to communicating the wider value of women’s organisations, WRC facilitated 
organisations’ engagement with service users through the participatory process, to ensure that the 
report reflected the complexity of the issues that women’s organisations address. 

Each organisation was engaged in the design, delivery and review cycles of the project and helped 
write the final report in partnership with WRC. As a result, the participating organisations have 
developed skills in research and evaluation and have helped to produce valuable data specific to their 
organisation.

WRC believes that clearly demonstrating to public bodies and funders the monetary rate of return on 
funding, potential savings to the State and benefit to the local economy is an important way in which 
women’s organisations can better compete in the ‘market’. Although they are best placed to provide 
services to women, they are often unlikely to be able to do so at the lowest price.

WRC designed this report as both a resource for funders and others to illustrate the broad social 
and economic value that women’s organisations provide, and to provide a robust evidence base 
of the value of the women’s voluntary and community sector and the outcomes that women’s 
organisations create for women, their families and wider society.
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2. Methodology
2.1. Introduction

The Social Return on Investment (SROI) approach was used to determine the contributions of, and 
the social value created by, the women’s organisations who participated in the project. SROI is a 
method for measuring and reporting on the social, environmental and economic value created by an 
activity or intervention. SROI builds on and challenges traditional financial and economic tools, such 
as cost–benefit analysis, and seeks to measure and value the key changes, or outcomes, created by 
a programme or activity. It not only looks at the economic or financial value, but the social value too, 
therefore giving a truer reflection of the value created.

The foundations of SROI require researchers to find out the issues that matter to stakeholders 
and to measure those factors. Such factors are often things for which no market values exist, for 
example, an improvement in quality of life. As such outcomes can be difficult to value in a way that 
can be measured, more traditional analyses have tended to exclude them, preventing a fully rounded 
understanding of value being created or lost for society. 

SROI is a particularly useful tool for identifying the benefits of women’s organisations to the women they 
support. Benefits include, better mental health and emotional well-being and increased self-worth and 
confidence. These things are of immense value to the individual women receiving support but also benefit 
society in terms of reduced need for state services (e.g. GPs, mental health services, A & E, social services) 
and therefore reduced cost to the public purse. By applying the SROI methodology to value specialist 
services for women, we aim to offer a truer reflection of both the real costs and the benefits of these 
services.

2.2. Process of SROI analysis

This research used the standardised methodology developed by nef and the Office for Civil Society 
(then the Office for the Third Sector).29 This involved following specific processes used in SROI 
evaluation, including stakeholder engagement and collecting data to show the investment in activities 
and their outcomes, creating an impact map to show the ‘theory of change’, and the calculation of 
outcomes in monetary terms/placing financial values on outcomes.

The process of SROI analysis involves six stages:
1.	 Establishing scope: setting the boundaries of the research and identifying key stakeholders
2.	 Mapping outcomes: creating a ‘theory of change’ which shows the relationship between what is 

invested (inputs), what the organisation does (outputs) and the difference it makes (outcomes)
3.	 Valuing outcomes: looking for data that might help in measuring outcomes and how we know 

that things have changed (indicators) then giving the outcomes a value
4.	 Attributing impact: measuring the impact of the desired changes which include:

• The proportion of the results that would have happened anyway (deadweight) 
• The proportion that happened because of what someone else did (attribution) 
• The proportion to discount because the problem has been transferred (displacement) 
• Putting a value on the results (financial proxies) 
• How long the changes last (outcome drop-off) 
• How long the organisation’s impact lasts (attribution drop-off)

5.	 Calculating the SROI: adding up all the benefits and value of the investment (inputs), looking at 
the immediate value of the impact (year 1), the long term value of the impact (future years) and 
comparing the result to the investment (SROI ratio using present values of future returns)

6.	 Reporting back: to the stakeholders and using the results to support what they do and 
embedding the work.
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2.2.1. Establishing scope
Each group established clear boundaries for the research, deciding what services would be covered, 
who would be involved in the process, and how. A literature review was conducted as background to 
give a context to the services provided by each organisation and the groups of women with whom 
they work.
 
2.2.2. Mapping outcomes
Stakeholder engagement was used to confirm and build on the organisation’s outcomes and to 
identify an appropriate indicator set. Interest groups, such as volunteers, funders and policy makers, 
were interviewed and focus groups and interviews were also conducted with service users, their 
families and staff. These also provided some case study material that has been incorporated into 
the individual reports. Through interviewing stakeholders each organisation was able to develop 
an impact map, or ‘theory of change’. This shows the relationship between inputs, outputs and 
outcomes. These form part of the individual organisation’s reports. 

2.2.3. Valuing outcomes 
Once the ‘theory of change’ and indicators for each organisation were decided, data was gathered 
to provide evidence for these and to search for appropriate indicators and financial proxies. Each 
organisation looked for data about specific outcomes and then gave them a value. For example, one 
consequence of a woman learning English and feeling more confident is that she is able to access 
public services without the need for a translator. Therefore the average cost for translation services 
was used to calculate the savings this will have for the State and the woman’s family. 

As many of the indicators were concerned with emotional health and well-being, existing data had 
to be relied upon to work out longitudinal outcomes and benchmarks and find those that were most 
similar or comparisons for what was measured. Academic and Government data sources were largely 
used to generate financial values and proxies. Only those indicators for which data were available 
were included in the final economic calculations. 

Specific financial values were given to key outcomes for all the groups to create financial proxies. 
For example, in the Heba model the ‘increased employability’ outcome has the largest value 
(£292,381) even though the actual change is one of the smallest (see Heba graph 1). This is because 
the impact on individual women of being employed is very significant therefore the employability 
proxy used is high and represents the minimum wage for 47 weeks per year, 35 hours per week, minus 
£759.19 (tax and employees National Insurance contribution at this salary), minus 52 weeks Job 
Seekers Allowance at £67.50. 

To calculate proxies on VAWG various research was used which has analysed the cost of different 
forms of violence. For example, the value of avoidance of forced marriage, which may include various 
kinds of DV, to women who access Ashiana Network’s services has been valued as £12,404. This 
comes from a figure in the 2004 Women and Equality Unit report The Cost of Domestic Violence,30 
which includes a breakdown and valuation of different types of violence.

The concept of social well-being is challenging to measure, however a proxy based on the average 
spend on social activities in a year (£520) from Family Spending 2009 - A report on the 2008 Living 
Costs and Food Survey,31 was identified and used to calculate the value of increased well-being to a 
woman. This can be seen, for example, for women involved in Women and Girls Network’s counselling 
services.

2.2.4. Attributing impact
Once evidence was collected on outcomes and a financial value placed on them, the next step was 
to eliminate from consideration those aspects of change that would have happened anyway or are 
a result of other factors. For example, reduced need for mental health services is the result of an 
organisation’s intervention and support as well as a woman’s own resilience. 
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This stage also involved accounting for drop-off over a five-year period. For example, in the first year, 
reducing a woman’s self-harm which resulted from abuse she experienced could be attributed to 
entering a refuge and receiving extensive personal support. However, if that woman manages to 
maintain a reduction in self-harm the following year, and in subsequent years, this will increasingly 
be less as a direct result of the original support received. As such the importance of the original 
intervention becomes gradually less significant and other factors, for example, the individual’s 
commitment and general well-being, come into play. 

2.2.5. Calculating the SROI
This stage involved adding up all the benefits, subtracting any negatives and estimating the ‘social 
return on investment’. This is also where the sensitivity of the results was tested. For example, it may 
be that some outcomes entail greater savings than others. Support for women experiencing DV, for 
example, is particularly cost-effective, because the average cost to the State of DV per woman is 
£12,404.32

2.2.6. Reporting, using and embedding
This last step involves sharing the findings with stakeholders and taking forward any learnings from 
the research process. As well as this main report each participant has an individual report about their 
organisation, which they can use as evidence of the impact of their service and to share with funders, 
commissioners and policy makers. This is also a chance for reflection on the work they have done and 
the skills that they have developed as part of doing the SROI and to embed any M&E practices which 
they can use in the future to continue to demonstrate their value. 

2.3. Challenges in the research

While undertaking the research for this project the research team encountered a number of 
methodological challenges which we have aimed to overcome.

The variation in the M&E systems of the different organisations led to insufficient data as well as a 
lack of resources to collect data. As a result, there were challenges for some groups in terms of having 
sufficient data with which to build the model. For some groups this was more of an issue than for 
others who already had detailed monitoring systems in place. To overcome these challenges various 
methods were used to collect data that showed the ‘distance travelled’ by service users and used 
existing data, such as a sample of case notes, to ensure that information which was not already being 
captured was included. This process itself also allowed the groups to revise their M&E methods to 
ensure this was improved in the future. 

The amount of investment in terms of time and resources by the participants was also an issue. 
Smaller organisations in particular lacked the capacity to collect large amounts of data and to 
process the data already collected. This had various implications during the research process e.g. 
gathering evidence, arranging meetings, processing data and providing information etc. During the 
research we did all that we could to mitigate these problems but it is clear that similar groups would 
need support with resources and capacity building to follow the SROI process.

Cultural issues around M&E also had to be negotiated. For example, because of the nature of the 
data being collected the women who were involved in this process may not be representative as they 
were regular service users with a close relationship to the organisation and more likely to agree to be 
involved in data collection and to be confident about doing this. Also most of these women would 
not have completed surveys and questionnaires alone as they may have needed translators or help 
with reading English and so may have been reluctant to be negative about the organisation and may 
have over claimed the impact that it had. Bias in questionnaire completion, particularly when they 
are administered in this way, is an acknowledged disadvantaged of this research method. However, 
in spite of this, valuable data was collected and an advantage of women being well-known to the 
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organisations was that we could follow their progress more easily. With some of the organisations the 
client group often changes over time or some women are only short term service users, therefore 
were hard to follow-up once they had left the service. 

As with most SROI research there was a degree of influence and choice in selecting the measurable 
indicators which reflect the preferences within the organisations. Attempts were made to overcome 
this by ensuring the indicators initially selected were cross checked with the indicators identified by 
the stakeholder interviews. However, it is acknowledged that while this limits organisational bias it 
cannot eradicate it completely.
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3. Ashiana Network: Journey 
towards safety
3.1. Background: the need for specialist domestic 
violence support for Black, Asian, minority ethnic and 
refugee women

BAMER women experience culturally specific forms of VAWG, such as forced marriage, so called 
‘honour’-based violence or FGM, which are increasingly prevalent within the UK. This violence is a 
consequence of the intersectionality of multiple types of discrimination and power from the family, 
communities and wider society. Therefore these women benefit most from services provided by 
women who understand their needs and are able to provide appropriate support. 

Two out of the three of Ashiana Network’s safe accommodation schemes aid those fleeing forced 
marriage. Forced marriage overwhelmingly hinders women. In 2008, the Government’s Forced 
Marriage Unit (FMU) estimated that 85% of their caseload is comprised of women and girls between 
13-30.33 Southall Black Sisters note that estimates of forced marriage vary from 1,000 to 3,000 
cases per year in the UK.34 However, it is likely that these figures are underestimated, due to the 
underreporting of VAWG crimes generally, the cultural silence surrounding this issue and a systematic 
failure to record statistics. 

Forced marriage cases that are reported mainly involve women from the Indian sub-continent 
(India, Pakistan and Bangladesh), which reflects the large South Asian population in the UK.35 Forced 
marriage is also prevalent within Turkish and Kurdish communities.36 Reasons that have been 
identified by the FMU and partner agencies for forced marriage are: controlling unwanted sexuality 
(e.g. perceived promiscuity and/or being bisexual, lesbian or transsexual) and/or behaviour (e.g. 
alcohol and/or drug use or behaving in a ‘Westernised’ way); preventing ‘unsuitable’ relationships; 
protecting perceived cultural and/or religious ideals; increasing kinship networks, business links and/
or tribal alliances; or assisting UK residence and citizenship claims.37 

Ashiana Network’s third safe accommodation 
scheme aids South Asian, Turkish and Iranian 
women experiencing DV. Alongside forced 
marriage, women and girls may experience 
other forms of violence and develop mental 
health problems as a result. For example, some 
girls may have to endure FGM prior to marriage, 
repeated rape until they conceive and/or 
perpetual  DV from their partner and/or his 
family.38

Many women feel unable to defy their families 
and seek support when experiencing culturally 

specific forms of violence due to entrenched notions of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’. Consequently some 
women suffer psychological problems, such as self-harm, and suicide, as well as experiencing 
increased levels of isolation as they are unable to confide in family members and are prevented from 
socialising.39 For example, young South Asian women are at a high risk of committing suicide with 
almost double attempting suicide compared to the general population. The profile of South Asian 
women who are admitted to hospital from attempted suicide differs from other groups as they are 

“Ashiana do a lot of positive 
work around specialist refuge 
services and because of their 
work the media pay more 
attention.”
Funder
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more likely to be married and less likely to have a previous mental health diagnosis.40

There are additional issues acting as barriers for vulnerable women experiencing culturally specific 
violence in the UK. For example, if a woman is aware of services available (an issue within itself) and 
she does flee her family she may be at risk of relocation, separation from her children or deportation 
if she has insecure immigration status.41 Women with no recourse to public funds also face further 
barriers to accessing help. They are more likely to need language support such as interpreting and 
translation. They often face increased risk of harm, are less likely to access the criminal justice system 
and struggle to access refuge accommodation. The Government has made positive developments in 
supporting women with no recourse, however, women entering the UK on visas other than a spousal 
visa do not benefit from these changes. If a woman is attempting to escape violence and claims a 
place in a refuge these benefits are essential to enable this, therefore the no recourse rule leaves 
many women trapped in violent relationships and unable to seek help from authorities.42

Fears of facing racism or stereotyping within wider society may mean there is a lack of confidence 
in seeking services by women who need help. For example, research indicates that professionals 
and practitioners can deal inappropriately with South Asian women affected by ongoing domestic 
abuse due to political correctness and fears of being labelled racist.43 This often has a significant 
detrimental impact on addressing these issues and helping vulnerable women.

The cost of aiding those dealing with violence in BAMER communities is on par with domestic and 
sexual violence within the mainstream community. New Philanthropy Capital estimates the annual 
cost of violence against BAME women in England and Wales to be £1.5 billion. However, this does not 
include the costs of forced marriage, FGM, specialised services or that some of these women are 
without recourse to public funds.44 It is likely that this cost is vastly underestimated.

In summary the complex nature of the multifaceted issues that some BAMER women face highlights 
the urgency for specialised services to adequately cater for their needs. 

3.2. About Ashiana Network

Established in 1989, Ashiana Network specialises in aiding young women (aged 16-30 years old) from 
South Asian, Turkish and Iranian communities. It is a multi-award winning project and the only service 
of its kind in the UK. Ashiana runs three refuges, two of which are targeted at supporting women aged 
between 16-25 who are fleeing forced marriage. Ashiana Network’s main objective is to build the 
confidence and self-esteem of women from these communities who are affected by DV. They work 
from a human rights perspective and tackle the cultural roots of specific forms of DV. 

“If I didn’t find Ashiana Network then I think I would have lost 
my life, and there are many, many girls who suffer who are 
actually in my position but they can’t find [a similar service]. I’m 
a lucky one I found them but there are many Asian women who 
suffer [and] have to live in terrible positions because of their 
visas, passports and much more problems.”
Client
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Prior to Ashiana, there were no specialist services for women experiencing violence from the Asian 
community in the London Borough of Waltham Forest where they are based, and very few in London 
as a whole. Currently, the organisation receives referrals from within and outside London, therefore 
Ashiana clearly meets an imperative need for vulnerable women from certain communities.

Refuge provision
Ashiana offers safe accommodation across 
three schemes for South Asian, Turkish and 
Iranian women between the ages of 16-30. Kyra 
refuge is a seven bed shared house for women 
who are experiencing domestic violence. The 
second scheme, Zafina refuge, is an eight bed 
safe house for women at risk of forced marriage. The third scheme, Saranaya refuge, offers five 
bed-spaces also to women at risk of forced marriage.

Each resident has their own bedroom and shares the kitchen and bathroom facilities. Residents 
can stay at Ashiana for up to a year. All refuges are places of safety therefore all residents accept 
conditions of confidentiality - to not allow visitors to the safe house or to disclose the location of the 
house to anyone.

Outreach service
Ashiana offers one-to-one outreach for women and young people who are affected by DV to provide 
support and reduce repeat victimisation.

Ashiana also runs a DV support group for 
women in the wider community and for young 
people aged 13-21 affected by DV and an end of 
therapy support group for women. They provide 
a much-needed space and long term support 
for women and children who are experiencing or 
trying to work through the aftermath of DV.

Ashiana Network’s other services include 
multi-agency forums and training, as well as 
delivering projects for young people within 
the community including a DV education 
programme in schools in East London. 

For the purposes of this report the research 
will focus upon two of Ashiana Network’s key 
services: the refuge provision and outreach 
support service. 

3.3. Data collection process

3.3.1 Stakeholder interviews
Stakeholder interviews were set up with current clients, staff and external stakeholders to provide 
evidence and explore the outcomes of Ashiana’s refuge and outreach services.

External stakeholders were individuals who had worked closely with Ashiana and had a good 
understanding of their work, particularly around influencing policy and practice and referrals. The 
organisations have a vested interest in Ashiana and know how successfully they work and how 
Ashiana has influenced themselves and their organisation.

“Coming into Ashiana 
changed my life completely.”
Client

“They have contributed to 
statutory guidance and the 
practice guidelines which 
became policy and has gone 
out widely across the UK. 
They are a sounding board 
and consultant and key 
stakeholders for the FMU 
[Forced Marriage Unit].”
Forced Marriage Unit
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Telephone interviews were conducted with various external stakeholders including a Detective 
Constable from the Violent Crime Directorate, the Joint Head of the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office FMU, the Head of Support and Disabilities at the London Borough of Waltham Forest and the 
Contracts Manager at East Living, who is the landlord of the refuges.

Focus groups and one-to-one interviews were conducted with clients of both the refuge and 
outreach service. These women had sought support from Ashiana for a variety of reasons and 
presented with DV issues as well as issues such as an inability to speak English, substance misuse/
self-harm, no recourse to public funds and homelessness. A focus group with staff also took place. All 
interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Stakeholder interviews were carried out to create the impact maps and to ensure that the outcomes 
being measured by the existing data collection methods were accurate. It was found that the data 
currently collected did reflect these outcomes, therefore no data was gathered using different 
methods. Quotes from the stakeholder interviews have been used to illustrate the report and to inform 
the key messages. 

3.3.2. Impact maps
An impact map was developed for the two services (outputs) with which this SROI research is 
concerned: the refuge and the outreach support. Some of the ‘theory of change’ and outcomes for 
these are the same but there are also some key differences.

Ashiana Network’s activities and the benefits of these were linked to the key outcomes which came 
out of the stakeholder interviews to show the relationship between inputs, outputs and outcomes. 
Therefore the impact maps illustrate the relationship between what matters to the stakeholders and 
the indicators of this that were chosen to represent added social value.

Health
Improved physical health - 
reduction in direct health 
impact of DV
Improved mental health
Longer term improvements 
in health (more general 
health not DV specific)

 
•

•
•

Relationships
Social isolation (this might 
increase or decrease)
End of relationship with 
family
Improvement in relationship 
with family
Start of non-abusive 
relationship with new partner
Start of abusive relationship 
with new partner

 
•

•

•

•

•

Safety
Increased safety - having left 
the home and staying in the 
refuge
Avoidance of forced marriage
Gains indefinite leave to 
remain

 
•

•
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Independence
Access to housing
Financial savings
English language

 
•
•
•

Employment
Increased likelihood of 
employment

 
•

Woman moves 
to refuge Improved self esteem

Woman makes 
contact with 
Ashiana

Risk assess-
ment & 
signposting

Figure 1 - Impact map 
reflecting the benefits and 
outcomes for clients 
created by Ashiana’s refuge 
provision 
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Although presented in a linear fashion, the impact maps are not meant to read as a simple 
cause-and-effect model. It is not easy, for example, to express the outcomes which impact on 
various parts of women’s lives separately. Aspects such as health, family and education are all 
inter-related. Outputs that relate to Government departmental categorisation have traditionally been 
used to measure outcomes. However, in this case because outcomes are centred on the person, and 
their individual stories of change, traditional output measurement fails to capture the complexity of 
women’s lives. Given that the outcomes are inter-related the indicators also overlap with each other 
as well as across outcomes.

Women’s health and emotions will fluctuate during their engagement with the service as this is part of 
the therapeutic process. Therefore initially there may well be a decrease in mental health when they 
first engage with Ashiana and begin to deal with their problems.

The main inputs to Ashiana Network’s services are both financial (direct costs, staff costs, overheads 
and expenses) and non-financial (opportunity cost of volunteers’ time and unclaimed expenses, as 
well as the time and energy that clients themselves give). 

Women in refuge (figure 1)
For women accessing refuge provision, their point of entry is making contact with Ashiana or being 
referred from another agency. There is then a process of risk assessment and signposting to any 
other appropriate services. 

The main outcomes for individual women once they have moved to the refuge are:
•	 safety
•	 health
•	 improved self-esteem
•	 independence
•	 employment
•	 improved or ended relationships.

These benefits will obviously differ depending on the woman’s individual circumstances and may also 
be more short and/or long term. 

There is an immediate benefit of increased safety once a woman has left the abusive situation and 
is in the refuge. This may also be connected to an avoidance of forced marriage by leaving the home. 
In the longer term, through support from Ashiana, a woman may also be able to apply for and gain 
indefinite leave to remain in the UK while she is in the refuge.

There is an immediate improvement in physical health as the direct impact of DV stops once she is in 
the refuge. There will also be an improvement in mental health in both the short and longer term.

“I’m not an angry person any more. I’m very confident in 
myself. Nothing can knock me over now. I’m just so looking 
forward to the future and doing my own thing, not worried 
about my family, not worried about if they want to talk to me or 
not.”
Client

“They can save lives.”
Client
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Independence as an outcome includes access to housing for women who were homeless before entering 
the refuge (and the ability to secure and maintain this in the future), financial savings and her ability to 
manage her finances in the future, as well as increasing skills in English language for some clients. Linked 
to this is also an increased likelihood of long term employment. Relationship outcomes will depend on 
individual circumstances but may include decreasing social isolation, although conversely this could 
also increase as the woman moves away from her friends and family and must not compromise 
the safety of the refuge. Similarly, accessing the refuge could mean an end of her relationship with 
her family which may be positive or negative, or it could also lead to an improved relationship with 
family members. In the long term, the impact of the refuge may lead to the start of non-abusive 
relationships with new partners, but abusive relationships may also be started with new partners after 
leaving the refuge. 

Women accessing outreach (figure 2)
As with women accessing refuge provision, for women accessing the outreach service, the point 
of entry is contacting Ashiana or a referral from another agency. There is then a process of risk 
assessment and signposting to any other 
appropriate services. The main outcomes for 
individual women accessing outreach support 
are the same as for those who have moved into 
refuge provision (see figure 1). Similarly, these 
benefits will obviously differ depending on the 
woman’s individual circumstances and may also 
be short and/or long term. 

There is increased safety while the woman remains in the home as she will be better able to manage 
any abuse and has appropriate support. In the long term, this may be connected to an avoidance 
of forced marriage and a woman may also be able to apply for and gain indefinite leave to remain 
through support from Ashiana.
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reduction in direct health 
impact of DV
Improved mental health
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in health (more general 
health not DV specific)
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Figure 2 - Impact map 
reflecting the benefits and 
outcomes for clients 
created by Ashiana’s 
outreach service 

Improved self esteem

“I think my whole life is 
changed now. I’m happy.”
Client with no recourse to public funds
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In the same way as women who access the refuge service, the positive or negative aspect of relationship 
outcomes will depend on individual circumstances. An improvement in self-esteem and confidence is 
also a key outcome for both services and is the result of the other outcomes.

3.3.3. Measuring outcomes and indicators
Data was collected every three months from October 1st 2009 until December 29th 2010. In the 
final model this was averaged to 12 months. Therefore this covered 38 women in the refuge over a 12 
month period and 160 women in the outreach service over the same period. 

Ashiana had robust and detailed M&E systems in place for each service, developed with support 
from the Charities Evaluation Service. Therefore they already had rich data which was collated in a 
sophisticated way to measure the impact of their services on women. They used monitoring forms 
for clients and staff every three months and had quarterly/biannual reporting. Staff also report on 
outcomes every month.

The clients in the refuge are monitored from the time they enter the refuge until they leave. Those 
accessing the outreach service are monitored from when they make contact with Ashiana until 
they end this contact. However, outreach support may be short term or result in one outcome, for 
example being referred to the refuge or another service, so the outcomes data for the outreach 
clients is not always as detailed as that for the women in the refuge. 

3.4. Outcomes

Graph 1 below shows the outcomes created for women as a result of accessing Ashiana Network’s 
refuge. Calculated using data collected through in depth monitoring systems, the research findings 
show that Ashiana creates a broad range of positive outcomes for women who are in the refuge. 

Increased safety is a key outcome as women have left the abusive situation or may no longer be 
homeless. This is linked to the immediate benefits of improved physical and mental health. The impact 
on longer term health improvements is also significant and is an ongoing outcome for individual women 
as well as for the State in terms of healthcare spend (the average cost to the State of DV per woman is 
£12,40445). 

Fifty-nine per cent of women moved into employment, education and training  while in the refuge. 

Social isolation may well increase, as demonstrated on graph 1, as a woman moves away from her 
friends and family and must not compromise the safety of the refuge. Similarly, accessing the refuge 
could mean the end of her relationship with her family which could increase feelings of isolation. 
However, in the long term the many other benefits from accessing the refuge outweigh this one 
negative outcome and the support received can improve relationships in the future. 

“I’m returning home now, I’m going back next week and it’s 
like, the amount of support I’ve gotten to go back home has 
been amazing. And even though I’m going back home I’m still 
going to be coming here to have counselling, which is so great. 
I never expected that.”
Client
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Graph 2 below shows how Ashiana Network’s outreach support service creates similar positive 
outcomes to the refuge provision. However, there are some important differences because of the 
nature of the service. 

Data calculated using outreach monitoring forms shows that 18% of women demonstrated financial 
savings after accessing the service through being able to apply for benefits. Improved economic 
independence is an important outcome which illustrates the broad impact of Ashiana Network’s 
services and its contribution to women’s well-being. On average, women’s independence increased 
by 20% which was demonstrated through budgeting and managing their finances better, looking 
after themselves and their home, as well as gaining confidence with filling out forms and dealing 
with officials to help them day to day. The impact of violence and abuse pervades all aspects of 
women’s lives and can impact on women’s 
ability to perform daily activities, therefore these 
outcomes are significant for individual women.

Safety increased by 35% while still in the home as 
they were better able to manage the abuse and 
had developed coping mechanisms through the 
support they received at Ashiana. 

Improvement in English language is also a 
significant outcome for many of Ashiana 
Network’s clients as this leads to and can support 
other outcomes such as improved self-esteem, independence and social isolation. Outcomes such 
as these can have a broader impact in terms of supporting women to integrate in to society. 
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Graph 1: Proportion of total change experienced by women as a result of being in the refuge
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“It’s helping women to 
achieve what they want 
to achieve in life and get 
away from a nightmare of a 
situation.”
Client
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Graph 3 highlights the level of attribution awarded to Ashiana for creating outcomes for clients in the 
first year and in subsequent years. Based upon the feedback of clients and Ashiana staff, 100% of the 
outcomes illustrated in year one in the graph have been attributed to Ashiana for the refuge service 
as during this period women are re-housed within the refuge and will receive ongoing face-to-face 
counselling and support. Sixty per cent of the outcomes have been attributed to Ashiana for the 
outreach service as this is less intense and there may be other factors which are also supporting 
women to achieve these outcomes. 
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Graph 2: Proportion of total change experienced by 
women as a result of accessing outreach support
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Graph 3: Level of attribution awarded to Ashiana for creating outcomes 
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The level of attribution is estimated to significantly reduce in years two to five, as women take the 
lead in their personal recovery and apply the practical and emotional tools they have learnt. The 40% 
attribution level for the refuge and 24% for the outreach service shown in year’s two to five is reflective of 
Ashiana Network’s ethos of enabling sustainable recovery by empowering women to make positive and 
appropriate choices for themselves, building confidence, independence and self-determination.

Graph 4 demonstrates the total present value of the outcomes to Ashiana Network’s clients created 
by the refuge provision. The graph shows the present value to clients to give an accurate account 
of the value of the benefits in terms of current costs without inflation and a discount rate has been 
applied so that it demonstrates what is happening now, rather than what will happen in the future.

These calculations were made using a range of financial proxies for the different outcomes which 
were then divided across specific outcomes for clients and multiplied by attribution levels over a 
five year period. The graph shows the increase in safety and health from engagement with Ashiana 
but also places financial value upon improvements in women’s independence and improved 
relationships, which are also key to their well-being. 

The graph gives a total value to women of the avoidance of forced marriage of £482,334 for women in the 
refuge. This value is based on proxies on DV from a 2004 study into the cost of DV46 which calculated the 
cost of different types of violence. Although forced marriage is specific to certain groups of women it can 
include a variety of types of violence and abuse which are experienced by all women who experience DV, 
which were incorporated to calculate a final proxy. The cultural specificity of this type of violence against 
women means that specialist services, such as Ashiana, are needed to ensure that an understanding and 
appropriate support is available for women who have experienced, or are at risk of experiencing, a forced 
marriage.
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Graph 4: Total present value created to women from refuge services
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Graph 5 demonstrates the total present value of the outcomes to Ashiana Network’s clients created 
by the outreach services. The graph shows the huge value to an individual woman of an increase in 
safety without leaving their home developed through engagement with Ashiana. This safety comes 
through support with developing and sustaining coping mechanisms and ways to deal with violence 
and abuse as well as coping with self-harm and other harmful practices. The graph also shows a 
financial value placed upon improvements in health related to a reduction in the direct impact of DV 
on a woman which also impacts on state healthcare spend. 

The graph gives a total present value to women of the avoidance of forced marriage of £276,246 for 
women accessing outreach support based on various proxies as above.

Graph 6 illustrates the high social return on 
investment ratio created by Ashiana Network’s 
refuge and outreach services. For every 
pound invested, eight pounds worth of social 
value is created. As indicated by the graph, a 
comparatively small level of investment yields 
significant results. Investment in Ashiana creates 
significant benefits which can mitigate the high 
financial and emotional costs of experiencing DV 
and forced marriage.
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Graph 5: Total present value created to women from outreach services
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3.5. Conclusion

The total present value created by Ashiana Network’s refuge and outreach services has been 
calculated as £4,175,199. The total investment into these services has been calculated as £472,070. 
Therefore the final SROI ratio shows that for every £1 invested into Ashiana £8 of social value is 
generated to clients over five years. 

This analysis confirms that Ashiana is meeting its aims and objectives and achieving positive 
outcomes with BAMER women at risk of DV, forced marriage and so called ‘honour’-based violence. 
Ashiana is an organisation that provides value for money.

Key outcomes include:
•	 Increased safety
•	 Improved physical and mental health 
•	 Improved self-esteem and independence
•	 Increased likelihood of employment.

This research process has enabled Ashiana to understand the value created by its specialist work 
and communicate these findings to all its stakeholders. The SROI analysis has clearly evidenced the 
importance and value of specialist provision. 

The SROI research findings will be used by Ashiana as a fundraising tool to sustain and develop 
its services. The findings will also be disseminated and shared across the voluntary and specialist 
women’s sector to enable other agencies to highlight their value and as a benchmark for specialist 
provision.

Key messages:
1.	 Ashiana is unique in providing a specialist women-only service for survivors of DV with a cultural 

understanding of the issues clients face, such as forced marriage and so called ‘honour’-based 
violence.

2.	 Currently there is no alternative provision that women 
can access which can give appropriate support for 
the specific challenges that this group of women face, 
defined by their age and cultural background.  

3.	 Ashiana is invaluable as it empowers women to make 
positive and appropriate choices for themselves, 
building confidence, independence and self-
determination.

“People’s needs are 
different as well and 
Ashiana kind of gives you 
that opportunity. They look 
at each person’s needs.”
Client

“The FMU [Forced Marriage Unit] refer cases to Ashiana and 
they would be the first place that we would call. This is because 
we feel that women are kept in a place of safety and given 
counselling and support to help rebuild their lives and we know 
that Ashiana will do this. They provide sessions and a long term 
plan (e.g. continuing education) and step-by-step guidance.”
Forced Marriage Unit



30 Hidden Value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s voluntary and community organisations

4.	 Ashiana Network’s strength is in providing a range of support which is needs-based and tailored 
for each individual client, lasting as long as they need it and impacting on both mental and 
physical health in the short and long term. 

5.	  Ashiana works on prevention as well as ‘cure’ and has a wider impact on the community, raising 
awareness of services and creating generational change around harmful practices. 

6.	 BAMER women are held back by other barriers to justice such as lack of English language and 
racism, which means that they will not access other forms of support, therefore Ashiana is a life 
line for these women.

“You learn to become more independent. You learn to do 
things. You learn to become your own person.”
Client
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4. Heba Women’s Project: 
Keeping the door open
4.1. Background: the need for specialist support to help 
integration of Black, Asian and minority ethnic women 
into the local community

Heba Women’s Project is based in Tower Hamlets, 
an ethnically diverse borough with almost half of the 
population comprised of BAMER groups. The largest 
of these groups (33%) is from the Bangladeshi 
community,47 which is the most concentrated and 
ethnically segregated Muslim community in the UK.48 
Many of these people are women who have moved 
with or joined their families and husbands, who may 
speak little English and can become heavily isolated. 
A sudden growth in the Bangladeshi community has not encouraged integration, especially for women, who 
are particularly vulnerable to segregation as they do not have the same opportunities to socialise and gain 
income independence as their male counterparts.49

Racism, xenophobia, and Islamaphobia experienced by some groups, from the community and 
broader society, plays a significant role in the inequality of BAMER groups. For example, research 
emphasises that for many Bangledeshi women in London religion remains a fundamental aspect of 
their identity. However, an emerging racism and Islamophobia exacerbated by events such as 9/11 
and anti-terror laws has led to distrust in statutory services from many people, which is often where 
specialist non-governmental organisations become an essential mediator.50

The needs of many of Heba’s service users are multidimensional, yet there is very little existing support 
and outreach to cease the social exclusion of BAMER women. Tower Hamlets has the highest level 
of unemployment and child poverty in London51 and as these tend to affect certain demographics 

disproportionately it is highly likely that this will 
affect minority ethnic women in the borough 
most.52

Bangladeshis are especially vulnerable to social 
exclusion and poverty. In 2007, it was thought 
that in the UK 65% of Bangladeshis and 70% of 
Bangladeshi children were living in poverty.53 
The Fawcett Society also noted that only 28% 
of Pakistani and 16% of Bangladeshi women 
were in employment in 2005 in the UK. Those 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women who have 
dependent children also have very high levels 
of economic inactivity (around 80%, depending 
on the age of their youngest child).54  These 
levels of inequality are made palpable when 
compared to other ethnic groups:

“Since coming to Heba my 
eyes are slowly starting to 
open.”
Service user

“Heba did help a lot, it helped 
with my computer skills, my 
English, I’m still practising my 
writing and those are keys to 
higher levels of education so 
that’s really important for me 
to achieve that before saying 
OK, I’m confident to take the 
step now and go to uni.”
Service user



32 Hidden Value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s voluntary and community organisations

“Forty-two per cent of Pakistani and Bangladeshi women under 35 who have a partner but no dependent 
children are also not involved in the labour market, compared to only 2% of Black Caribbean women and 
4% of White women.” 55

Despite their diversity and strengths, many of the women who use Heba’s services have barriers 
to education, training and employment. A common obstacle (especially for new arrivals) is English 
language and literacy skills, which is a key determinant of gaining employment56 and aids integration into 
UK life. There is a great need for basic ESOL (English for Speaker of Other Languages) and other skills 
training, which outstrips supply. Many of these women have complex needs that must be assessed and 
services tailored to suit their individual situation.57

Other barriers that affect employment for the women who access Heba’s services are perceived 
to be a lack of support, employment opportunities and training and encouragement as well as low 
self-esteem and confidence.58 The number of BAMER women born between 1960 and 1979 who have 
no qualifications is less than half of those born between 1940 and 1959, indicating that adult education 
and training programmes may be helpful in tackling differences.59 Yet it is still BAMER women who are 
suffering disproportionally to White women in educational development. In 2005, 40% of Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi women of working age had no qualifications, compared to 17% of White women.60 
Educational attainment, feeling part of the local community and meeting other local women helps to 
reduce social isolation and improve social mobility. 

Other issues that some immigrant women face that restricts their employment opportunities 
are a lack of recognition of prior knowledge and experiential learning and difficulty in obtaining UK 
work experience or references. Furthermore, professional women who enter the UK are faced with 
qualification recognition barriers. This could be due to a bureaucratic system of recognition, having 
incorrect documents and/or insufficient language skills, and/or not understanding a foreign system.61 

When BAMER women are in employment, they tend to be disproportionately represented in certain 
areas of the labour market. For example, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women are particularly likely 
to be homeworkers, a vulnerable profession. Homeworkers receive an average of £2.53 per hour, 
employment law surrounding homeworkers is unclear and they have limited employment rights, paid 
holidays, maternity leave or redundancy notice and compensation.62 This issue is compounded by a 
lack of outreach services and understanding regarding women’s rights and support needs.

Many of the women who access Heba’s services have dependents. Caring for family members and a 
lack of flexible working time is also a significant factor limiting some women from participating in the 
community, completing courses and training, or gaining/maintaining employment. Having to care for 
dependents, irrespective of qualifications, drastically reduces women’s economic activity.63 BAMER 
women are less likely than White women to access childcare, be satisfied with the quality of services, 
or find childcare that is culturally and religiously sensitive.64 However, where accessible services do 
exist, with an outreach policy, it has been found that BAMER women will use them.65

Where statutory support agencies exist, there 
is sometimes a bewildering array and much 
confusion over which agency provides which 
service. Furthermore, the needs of individuals 
are frequently very diverse e.g. they may need 
information on benefits, housing, legal status, 
employment and education/training.66 Such 
organisations do exist but provision is patchy 
and organisations that help immigrant women 
specifically suffer from a lack of capacity and 
funding support.

“If you want to do something 
more than Heba [e.g. further 
eduation and training] then 
there’s an open world there 
that you can access.”
Service user
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4.2. About Heba Women’s 
Project

Since it was established around 20 years ago, 
Heba has aided isolated women to build fuller 
lives through training, educational development 
and by offering a socially and ethnically diverse, 
welcoming community space. Based in East 
London, the award-winning, women-led project’s 
objectives are to improve skill-building and social 
inclusion.

Heba was established at a time when women wanted to find a space to practice their English and 
sewing skills. The demand for Heba has grown continuously since then and the organisation now has 
over 350 women service users from 15 different nationalities. Additionally, Heba has a sister project, 
‘Poetry in Wood’, that provides woodwork and other craft training for people with learning difficulties.

Heba benefits women from across the world. In 
2010, 64% of service users were Bangladeshi, 
6% were Pakistani, 6% were Somali, 4% were 
Algerian, 4% were Moroccan, 9% were from 
other African countries (mainly East Africa) 
and the remaining 7% were from various other 
countries around the world. Eighty-eight per 
cent are Tower Hamlets residents.

Heba was established at a time when women 
were isolated in the home and did not support 
each other as a community. Brick Lane was 
dominated by men and women did not have 

a space to socialise or learn, and this problem continues for many women today. Therefore, Heba 
is beneficiary-led, providing training and other opportunities in response to local women’s needs. 
Service users are heavily involved in the planning and day-to-day running of the project, which also 
makes it more cost-effective.

Training and educational development
Heba runs a diverse array of training and 
developmental courses to aid the social inclusion 
of isolated women. During the research there 
were six language classes (ESOL Pre-Entry to 
Level 2, which is equivalent to GCSE), five sewing 
classes, two computer (ICT) classes and courses 
subject to demand, such as a parenting course. 
These classes meet an imperative need for 
women who have had no previous education, 
or with family commitments that prevent them 
from accessing adult education, to interact and 
develop their skills and potential.

“It was something I had been 
dreaming about before but 
things happened that stopped 
me from achieving it but now I 
can still get there.”
Service user

“I feel more confident, I’m 
looking for jobs as well …I’m 
happy to look for jobs, I’m 
searching the internet, I’m 
starting to mix with people.”
Service user

“At Heba, we are all different 
women from different 
countries and we get to know 
each other. When we go on a 
trip with our kids or see them 
playing in the crèche, we can 
see them all playing together 
and making friends from other 
countries.”
Service user
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Employment advice
The organisation offers informal employment 
advice and guidance for the women who 
access the project. Advice is personalised, 
coming from a member of staff who personally 
knows the service user and understands her 
situation. Heba fills an essential void that 
statutory organisations may not efficiently 
meet by providing support that is not available 
elsewhere.

Crèche
Heba has a crèche for 30 children. This provides mothers who would otherwise be unable to access the 
project with affordable and culturally sensitive childcare. It also allows mothers and children to interact in a 
multicultural and diverse environment.

Clubs
Heba runs a recipe exchange club and reading club. This encourages a communal atmosphere, offers 
a space for women and allows important social bonds to be created. This is an important aspect of 
Heba’s work as many of the women the organisation supports are isolated from the wider community 
and mainstream society.

Social enterprise, volunteering and work experience
Heba contains a social enterprise and production unit, heba@bricklane, which provides enterprise 
opportunities and subsidised machining rates to start-up designers. This is complemented by five 
subsidised workspaces and two shops, which Heba lets to women starting out in business.

Heba also has a work experience programme for approximately 30 women at any one time. This allows 
the women to put the English, sewing and ICT skills that they have acquired through Heba’s training into 
practice and encourages a greater understanding of the employment world. 

The sewing classes are often a way to make Heba accessible to the most isolated women, those 
who would initially be intimidated by the prospect of joining an ESOL class. The sewing class is an 
opportunity for informal learning of English and about other support and services. This informal and 
peer to peer knowledge exchange is a key part of the added value that Heba generates. 

The main issue Heba as an organisation faces is a lack of funding and the impact of relying on funders, 
who may restrict services by imposing specific outcomes that must be administered and evaluated. 
There is little funding to cover the core costs of the organisation or the administration needed to 
evaluate services. It can also be challenging working with a service user group who need such a 
personal approach and often one to one support which is a capacity and time issue for staff.

Heba has also had to counteract negative reactions to them being a women-only service and have 
attempted to set up a men’s project, however this was not accessed as there is not the same need for 

“You say what you know 
and they said what they know 
and you feel like [it opens 
your] mind and you mix with 
different religions as well.”
Service user

“Mixing with people who have a lot of ideas … you feel like, 
yeah, I like to be like them I like to learn educated language and 
I want to learn more you know? And you’re thinking is further.”
Service user
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such a service among men. For this research Heba Women’s Project as a whole and all the services 
they provide were evaluated.

4.3. Data collection process

4.3.1. Stakeholder Interviews
Stakeholder interviews were set up with current service users, staff and also various external 
stakeholders who had worked closely with Heba to provide evidence and explore the outcomes of 
the services that Heba provides.

Telephone interviews were conducted with previous and current funders, including the London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets. An interview was also undertaken with a contact at Account3, a training 
and enterprise organisation that provides cover for the Heba crèche and Heba provide crèche work 
placements for their trainees. The author Rachel Lichtenstein was interviewed regarding her book On 
Brick Lane which included a chapter on Heba. There were also interviews with tenants and designers 
who were using the production unit. 

Focus groups and one-to-one interviews, including one with a translator, were conducted with seven 
service users and ex-service users. The women who took part represented a range of women, from 
long term service users who had accessed various types of training and services to one-off users of 
the project. These women were facing various issues such as depression, isolation and poor English 
language or lack of other skills. Some of the children of service users were also interviewed to ask 
them about the impact on them and their mothers from their engagement with Heba. A focus group 
was also carried out with staff and volunteers as well as individual interviews with some teachers and 
women who worked in the crèche. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

The stakeholder interviews were used to create the impact maps (see figures 1, 2 and 3) and to 

Impact on other 
stakeholders

Community

The State

Children

Other orgs

Crèche

Advice

Counselling

Social support/
Integration

Courses
(e.g. ICT, English)

Work experience

Social space

Figure 1 - Impact map reflecting the benefits and outcomes for service users 
created by Heba’s services 
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Personal well-being

Reduced isolation/
social well-being
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ensure that the right outcomes were measured by the data collection methods. Quotes from the 
stakeholder interviews have been used to illustrate the report and and develop the key messages. 

4.3.2. Impact maps 
An impact map was developed for three main stakeholder groups describing the flow of change for:
•	 the individual service users
•	 the children of service users
•	 wider society, including tenants and designers who use Heba, the local community, other 

organisations who have a relationship with Heba and the State.

Heba’s activities and the benefits of these were linked to the key outcomes which came out of the 
stakeholder interviews to show the relationship between inputs, outputs and outcomes. Therefore 
the impact maps illustrates the relationship between what matters to the stakeholders and the 
indicators of this that were chosen to represent added social value.

The main inputs to Heba’s services are both financial (direct costs, staff costs, overheads and 
expenses) and non-financial (opportunity cost of volunteers’ time and unclaimed expenses, as well 
as the time and energy that service users themselves give).

Service users (figure 1)
The main outputs are the activities that Heba offers - courses (e.g. English, sewing, ICT), the crèche, 
advice/counselling, work experience, social support, and interaction and a social space - and the 
number of service users.

Immediate benefits for women are learning and improving skills such as English language, 
independence, awareness of opportunities and life skills for living in the UK. These immediate 
benefits then lead to ones for other groups (children, the wider community, other organisations and 
the State).

Learning activities

Interaction with adults

1-to-1’s &
regular support

Learn & socialise
outside family

Support at school

Learn & socialise
outside family

Figure 2 - Impact map reflecting the benefits and outcomes for the children of 
service users created by Heba’s services
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The main outcomes for individual women are economic benefits (savings from the free crèche, 
savings from sewing and increased employability), increased access to other services, personal 
well-being (increased independence, confidence and self-esteem) and reduced social isolation 
or increased social well-being. This then also has a wider effect on the other stakeholders and 
contributes to an improved relationship with husbands, children, wider family members, other Heba 
service users and the wider community.

Children of service users (figure 2)
Activities which benefit the children of Heba’s 
service users are those provided by the crèche, 
including learning activities, interaction with 
other adults, regular support and learning to 
socialise outside of the family. Older children 
also benefit from support at school, as well as 
friendships and socialisation outside the family 
through Heba.

The immediate benefits of these activities are 
around language, education and increased 
friendships. The main outcomes in the long 
term are improved future educational and 
employment opportunities as well as the benefit of access to services through their parents such 
as healthcare. Personal well-being (increased independence and confidence) and social well-being 
(improved relationships with parents and peers) are also key outcomes.

Wider society (figure 3)
The impact of Heba on other stakeholders is dependent on the types of activities they undertake 
with them. For tenants and designers who use Heba’s premises for their business and employ service 

Use of business premises

Breaking down stereotypes

Service users pass on 
knowledge of services

Heba service users
volunteer elsewhere

Service users & children
learn English

Improved health & well-being of
service users & children

Increased economic activity of service
users & children (long term)

Reduces business overheads

Increased social cohesion

Increased access to services 
for community

Reduced business overheads

Reduced need for translation services

Reduced usage of health services

Increased tax take and reduced
benefit spend

Figure 3 - Impact map reflecting the benefits and outcomes for different groups 
in wider society created by Heba’s services 
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“Before I found [it] difficult 
to share with my son about 
his homework, maths, English 
and science, now I’m more 
free, I can explain [to] him in 
English.”
Service user
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users, the outcome is a reduction in business overheads from the subsidised rent and a relationship 
to Heba.

In the local community of Tower Hamlets, Heba service users pass on knowledge about Heba 
and other services, and the impact of seeing women from different cultures and faiths socialising 
together can also be a way to break down stereotypes. This leads to increased social cohesion and an 
increased access to services for the community which has far reaching consequences.

Other organisations benefit from Heba service users volunteering with them and vice versa, working 
together to increase opportunities for women. This leads to reduced business overheads as well as 
increasing the profile of other organisations locally.

For the State, Heba’s activities lead to positive economic outcomes in terms of a reduced need 
for translation services, reduced spend on benefits and other services such as healthcare and an 
increased tax take from increased income. 
 
4.3.3 Measuring outcomes and indicators
Registration details and any qualifications achieved was the only data originally being collected 
by Heba therefore during the project various data collection methods were used to measure the 
outcomes for service users. 

On average 350 women come to Heba every year with approximately 150 women attending every 
week. In depth interviews were conducted with 20 women in September 2009 and seven of these 
women were interviewed again in September 2010 to show the ‘distance travelled’. 

In addition, a survey was carried out with 32 women with all data collected by March 2011. The survey 
looked at key changes and ‘distance travelled’ as well as to what extent these changes could be 
attributed to Heba. Exam results and qualifications achieved were also used as quantitative data. 

There were various challenges with collecting this data and the data collection methods - interviews 
and questionnaires - were very time consuming. Although Heba understand that data collection 
is hugely important, the way they are operating now with funding restraints and little staff capacity 
means it is considered extra work and is hard to embed. Funders also still tend to ask for more 
quantitative data so there is less of an incentive 
to collect different types of M&E data. 

However, Heba hope to conduct entry interviews 
with new service users and then follow these up 
six months later to collect data on change and 
‘distance travelled’. They would like to involve 
volunteers in this to enable long term data 
collection following the model created during 
the SROI project as this will be valuable to the 
organisation in the future.

“Heba is well networked with other organisations and in touch 
with the community. It targets women from hard to reach 
communities and who are socially excluded.”
Funder

“Now I can do the shopping, 
I can do the money, I can 
manage the house to be 
honest, I feel like now I’m a 
mum, I’m a woman.”
Service user
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4.4. Outcomes

Graph 1 shows the outcomes created for women as a result of accessing Heba’s services. The 
research findings show that Heba creates a broad range of positive outcomes for women. 

Women experienced most changes on a personal level, for example they reported feeling increased 
independence which was demonstrated in various ways such as being able to access services 
without a translator, being able to go out alone and being able to access further educational 
opportunities and employment. 

Two thirds of changes related to relationships, with women feeling that their relationships in the wider 
community had improved helping to reduce isolation and meaning that women felt more able to 
participate in society. For example, they were able to talk to neighbours, make new friends and share 
information and advice with others. 

Women also reported being able to make personal financial savings, such as 32% saving money on 
clothing for themselves and their family after learning how to make their own clothes through the 
sewing courses. The childcare savings created by the free crèche at Heba are also significant for 
service users and have a huge impact on whether women are able to access Heba’s services at all. 

   Magnitude of total change experienced by each woman on average

Increased employability

Childcare savings

Financial savings 

Improved relationship with wider family

Improved relationship with partner

Increased access to services

Increased confidence

Relationships with people at Heba

Increased self esteem

Improved relationships with children

Increased independence

Relationships with wider community

D
ef

in
ed

 o
u

tc
o

m
es

Graph 1: Magnitude of total change experienced by women at Heba
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Graph 2 shows the outcomes created by Heba for other main stakeholders – the children of service 
users and the wider local community. As a community organisation, Heba’s social benefits go far 
beyond the service users and have an impact locally. 

The outcomes and social benefits for these groups vary. For service users’ children the outcomes are 
similar to their mothers, with an average 85% increase in confidence as well as an 88% improvement 
in relationships with their parents and peers (86%). A mother’s relationship to Heba also has an 
important affect on their children’s future in terms of education and employment and access 

to services which will provide increased 
opportunities. 

Graph 3 below shows the outcomes created 
by Heba for other main stakeholders –the local 
business tenants and fashion designers who 
use Heba’s subsidised space and work with 
service users to produce their garments, other 
organisations that work with Heba, and the 
State. 
The outcomes and economic benefits for 

these groups vary. With the tenants, designers and other organisations, the reduction in business 
overheads is the key outcome which enables them to survive as a local business.

Impacts on the State include reduced need for 
translation services for women who have accessed 
Heba – overall costs of translation services for 
immigrants in the UK were £140 million in 2010.67 
The State also benefit from an increase in taxes 
and reduced benefits for women who go into 
employment. 

“When my mum started to 
learn English she was the one 
who taught me how to use 
stuff on the computer.”
Child of service user
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Graph 2: Magnitude of social benefits experienced by children and the local community
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“My husband noticed that I’m 
more confident now, that I don’t 
ask him that much anymore.”
Service user
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Graph 3: Magnitude of economic benefits experienced by other stakeholders
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Graph 4: Total value created for Heba service users
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Graph 4 above demonstrates the total present 
value of the outcomes to Heba’s service users 
created by Heba’s range of services. The graph 
shows the present value to service users to give 
an accurate account of the value of the benefits 
in terms of current costs without inflation and 
a discount rate has been applied so that it 
demonstrates the current or present value of 
benefits that accrue in the future. 

These calculations were made using a range of financial proxies for the different outcomes which 
were then divided across specific outcomes for service users and multiplied by attribution levels over 
a five year period. The proxies value what is important to the service users in terms of the outcomes 
and then use economic valuation techniques to put a financial value on them. 
The graph shows the increase in employability and financial savings from engagement with Heba 
but also places financial value upon improvements in women’s social relationships and self-esteem 
which are also key to their progression. 

The ‘increased employability’ outcome can be seen to have the largest value even though the actual 
change is one of the smallest (see graph 1). This is because the impact on individual women of being 
employed is very significant. Not all service users will go in to education and employment directly 
from Heba and this may be more of a long term outcome for many of the women. However, the 
increase in opportunities that Heba creates is of great value. 

Graph 5 illustrates the high social return on investment ratio created by Heba’s services. The data 
shows that the benefit to children is both significant and long term as Heba’s service users have large 
families (each woman has an average of three children) therefore a larger number of children than 
women are impacted and the benefit is even greater. 

For every pound invested in Heba Women’s Project, 11 pounds worth of social value is created for 
service users, their families and other groups using Heba, as well as for the wider community and the 
State. As indicated by the graph above, a comparatively small level of investment yields significant 
results. 

Funding Heba creates significant benefits not only for the women who use their services, but their 
children and the wider community. Their services enable women to access a range of educational 
and employment opportunities which would otherwise be out of reach.

Graph 5: Total level of investment and total value created by Heba's services

State
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Other 
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financial 
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Total present
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“It’s unlike anything else I’ve 
heard about. It’s a charitable 
organisation that helps a wide 
spectrum of people.”
Tenant
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4.5. Conclusion

The total value created by Heba has been 
calculated as £5,294,226. The total investment 
into these services has been calculated as 
£456,507. Therefore the final SROI ratio shows 
that for every £1 invested into Heba £11 of social 
value is generated to service users, their families, 
wider society and the State over five years. 

Key outcomes include:
•	 Economic savings and increased 

employability
•	 Reduced isolation and social well-being
•	 Improved future opportunities for service users’ children
•	 Reduced business spend for other organisations and stakeholders
•	 Reduced long term usage of state services.

Heba plans to start conducting entry interviews with all new service users and then follow these up 
six months later to collect data on change and ‘distance travelled’, following the model created during 
the SROI. They will use this report to raise their profile and highlight and explain the nature of their 
work as well as to enable them to raise awareness about the services they provide and why these are 
needed to potential funders and other stakeholders.

This report has clearly highlighted the immense benefit of Heba Women’s Project to the women who 
access the services as well as to a much wider group of stakeholders. Funding services such as Heba 
is cost-effective, creates long term outcomes and has wide reaching impacts. 

Key messages:
1.	 Heba is a unique multi-cultural and multi-faith space which benefits from being holistic 

and specialist, providing a range of support which is needs-based and accessible by being 
women-only and culturally appropriate. 

2.	 Heba’s support with English language and cultural understanding has far reaching consequences 
for the most isolated immigrant women who would not access other services, from reducing 
isolation and increasing confidence to supporting them to live in the UK and progress into 
education and employment. 

3.	 The impact of Heba on the wider community is also marked by providing community 
understanding and having a profound effect on children and families as well as the local economy. 

4.	 Heba is value for money, facilitating a space for invaluable peer support and practical knowledge 
which builds trust and confidence, enabling women who have benefited from Heba’s services to 
‘reinvest’ their skills and knowledge for others’ benefit.

 “I’ve done something that’s good for me now and it’s good for 
them [children] in the future”
Service user

“I learned a lot, I gained 
experience, I have many 
opportunities from Heba, I 
have to give back now. This is 
my chance to give it back.”
Service user
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5. Rape Crisis South London 
(the rape and sexual abuse 
support centre - RASASC): 
It’s like a lighthouse
5.1. Background: the prevalence and impact of sexual 
violence 

Rape Crisis South London (RASASC) supports survivors of any form of sexual violence regardless 
of when it happened.  This includes: Recent rape, historic rape, child sexual abuse, rape within 
relationships, incest, ritual abuse and multi-perpetrator rape. Recent data from the British Crime 
Survey (2009/10) suggests that in the UK each week 10,000 women are sexually assaulted and 2,000 
women are raped.68 However, the actual prevalence of rape or other sexual offences is difficult to 
estimate as only one in seven rapes is reported to the police.69 The reasons for not disclosing vary, but 
often relate to the stigma of sexual violence including fear of not being believed, and feelings of blame 
and embarrassment.70

Rape and sexual violence is overwhelmingly perpetrated by men against women – more than 92% 
of those who have experienced rape are women.71 The issue cuts across age, social class, race, and 
nationality. In the vast majority of cases the perpetrator is known to the woman, with only 11% of 
serious sexual assaults committed by strangers.72

Many of the women that RASASC supports are survivors of sexual crimes committed by family 
members. Rape and sexual abuse offences against children have long term impacts and much of the 
time these crimes are perpetrated by the people that are meant to care, nurture and protect them. 
In 2010/2011, 32% of all sexual crimes were against children under the age of 16 in England and Wales 
and the majority of these were perpetrated against girls.73 Other estimates believe that around one in 
five girls have experienced some form of child sexual abuse.74 Due to the hidden nature of the crime 
many girls do not disclose the abuse that they are experiencing, for example 65% of women who 
contact Rape Crisis Centres are adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse.75

Rape and other forms of sexual violence have a lasting impact on women’s lives. Research has 
documented a range of consequences from immediate effects such as physical injuries to more long 
term issues including difficulties with intimacy and trust, depression or personality disorders.76 

As well as the effects on survivors, sexual abuse also impacts on the State. According to the 
Government each rape costs over £96,000,77 and in 2003-2004 alone the cost of sexual violence to 
society was £8.5 billion.78

Evidence has shown there is a need for specialised VAWG services as these are essential for enabling 
women to name their experience as violence and they provide the added value of offering a safe, 
supportive and empowering environment.79 
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5.2. About Rape Crisis South London (RASASC)

RASASC is a Rape Crisis Centre which specialises in advocacy, counselling and helpline support for 
female survivors of sexual violence 14 years old and over. RASASC has been providing specialist 
sexual violence services in London for 25 years and are known leaders in the field of support for 
survivors.

The objective of the organisation is to provide survivors with impartial, professional support which 
empowers them to move their life in the direction they choose. RASASC seeks to equip women with 
practical and emotional skills and tailor their support according to each woman’s needs. 

Founded on an ethos of empowerment, RASASC provides survivors with enduring support which 
promotes better mental and emotional health enabling survivors to make positive life choices. 

RASASC provides a wide range of services, not only for female survivors but also to their friends and 
family, other statutory agencies and short term support for male survivors. The organisation seeks 
to tackle gender inequality as the cause and consequence of sexual violence. It leads preventative 
action by providing specialist training on sexual violence to public bodies, awareness raising 
workshops with young people, teacher training and also offers advocacy support for women and girls 
who need information on or support through the criminal justice system.

For the purposes of this report the research will focus upon two of RASASC’s key services: The one 
to one counselling service and the telephone 
helpline. 

Counselling 
RASASC provides free face-to-face counselling 
for women and girls, aged 14 and above, who 
have been raped or sexually abused at any time 
in their lives and who are able to commute to 
their Croydon premises. 

RASASC’s counselling is a specialist service 
provided by highly qualified and experienced 
female therapists. Every effort is made to 
provide a safe contained space where clients 
will always be believed, they are offered respect, 
honesty and empathy. 

After speaking with the Counselling Coordinator, 
who will discuss their fears and concerns, 
women will be sent a self assessment form 
to complete. They are then invited into the 
centre for a consultation where the counselling 
process will be explained in more detail. 

If the client  decides to access RASASC’s counselling, her sessions are held each week for 50 minutes, 
for up to 12 months to work with her to overcome and recover from the sexual violence she has 
experienced. Counselling provides the key to recovery from sexual violence and it is important that the 
woman feels in control of the process. RASASC provides a safe women-only space which is crucial to 
developing a feeling of safety and speaking about experiences of sexual violence. 

The organisation also offers trauma counselling for clients going through the criminal justice system 

“You’re making yourself 
vulnerable for that person 
and you’re trusting them, 
you’re saying OK, and every 
experience I’ve had whether 
it’s been years ago on the 
telephone line or face-to-face 
counselling I’ve trusted them, 
there is this kind of common 
bond that draws you together, 
absolutely, so I do feel very 
safe here.”
Survivor 
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as it is not recommended for women to access 
full counselling before a trial. 

Telephone helpline 
RASASC runs the Rape Crisis National Helpline 
for survivors of sexual violence. The helpline is 
accessible 365 days a year, between 12-2.30pm 
and 7-9.30pm. The helpline offers highly 
specialised professional, emotional help to 
female survivors of rape and sexual abuse. 
It provides confidential immediate support, 
information and referrals to longer term support 
for families, partners or friends of survivors and 
male survivors of sexual violence. 

The helpline is staffed by a fully trained team 
of female workers who have successfully 
completed RASASC’s three month in house 
accredited sexual violence training. To encourage 
survivors to access support, and ensure their 
safety, calls from landline telephones and major 
UK mobile phone networks are free and will not appear on telephone bills. 

RASASC works with survivors using a therapeutic model of empowerment through goal setting, 
giving information, support and recognition with the belief in every individual’s power to make their 
own choices. RASASC offers survivors other services when available such as counselling, advocacy, 
support groups and workshops. 

Helpline staff offer informative literature on issues 
related to sexual violence to anyone requiring 
it with an aim to educate and enable them to 
support survivors in the best possible way.

5.3. Data collection process

5.3.1. Stakeholder interviews 
As the first step of the data collection process participants conducted stakeholder interviews with 
staff, service users and trustees to capture the outcomes created for women as a result of accessing 
the service. Each group of stakeholders were selected to provide a different perspective on the 
impact of the service and offer a holistic view of any change it may create. 

The recurring theme that arose from the initial research was the principle of ‘rebuilding the self’. This 
concept was integral to the principles of RASASC’s work, and was different for women who were adult 
survivors of incest/other kinds of child sexual abuse, than it was for women experiencing an attack as 
an adult. This provided the central theme for RASASC’s impact map or ‘theory of change’.

Following stakeholder interviews, RASASC and WRC staff met to identify and brainstorm the other 
multiple key outcomes and range of indicators identified within the interview process.

To ensure that the outcomes identified were correct, RASASC additionally conducted a focus group 
with the RASASC Advisory Group, a group of women service users. Staff then used the outcomes to 
reflect and communicate women’s experiences in the impact map (see figure 1).

“What you did for me was 
brilliant, I’m not sure you’d 
recognise me now! I have 
been described as being 
assertive along with confident, 
I have practiced so much it’s 
become second nature! All the 
flashbacks have now stopped, 
I rarely get nightmares and I 
feel good!” 
Survivor 

“It’s like a lighthouse, a safe 
haven. You know you’re in a 
safe place and not going to be 
judged” 
Survivor 
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5.3.2. Impact maps
The purple arrows illustrated in figure 1 signify indicators, which show change created by RASASC’s 
services. The series of arrows show the sequences of change which contribute towards each final 
outcome (highlighted in white boxes).

As part of the data collection process participants identified six key outcomes created by the service:
•	 Improved economic independence through employment and training
•	 More able to form safe relationships
•	 Better mental and emotional health
•	 More able to participate in society
•	 Feel safe (physically) 
•	 More able to make positive choices in their lives and lead healthier lives. 

These outcomes illustrate the extensive impact 
of RASASC’s services on multiple aspects of 
women’s lives: their personal well-being, self 
esteem, assertiveness and relationships with 
others, social interaction, financial independence 
and sense of personal safety. 

In instances where two arrows point to the same 
outcome, this shows where multiple factors 
contribute to an outcome. For example, being 
more able to trust people and set boundaries 
helps to develop better relationships. 

An impact map was also created to show the 
impact that RASASC’s services have on women 

More able to work

More able to study

Feel safe
(women-only services)

Feel they matter &
are worth something

Feel in control of the process
(counselling / help etc.)

Improved economic
independence

through employment
& training

Able to tell their
story

More able to know and
say what they need

More able to feel they
can take space in the world

Feel empowered

More able to trust

More able to 
set boundaries

Feel safe (physically)

More able to take
positive choices in their 
lives / live healthier lives

More able to
form safe

relationships

Figure 1 - Impact map reflecting the outcomes for survivors created by the 
RASASC telephone helpline and face-to-face counselling services

More able to participate
in society

Able to start re/building
themselves

Social support/
integration Have more tools to be

able to cope and challenge
impact of abuse in their lives

Better mental &
emotional health

“When I come out of it 
[counselling session] I always 
feel like a phoenix, when I go 
really right down I think, “well 
no, up you go girl, go to the 
top”, because... it’s the journey 
and you’re learning lessons as 
you go along.”
Survivor 
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and others more widely (see figure 2). This demonstrates how the training and information that the 
helpline provides has a much wider affect in terms of a greater understanding and awareness of 
sexual violence through dispelling myths and linking VAWG to gender inequality. 

This leads to three main outcomes which in turn have their own wider implications. This includes 
other women and wider society having a greater awareness of what constitutes sexual violence and 
what services are available and so will be able to support others to access the support they need 
more quickly. In the long term this increase in awareness and understanding should also lead to 
actually reducing the prevalence and incidence of sexual violence as more people are informed and 
able to speak out about this and will not tolerate it. 

5.3.3. Measuring outcomes and indicators 
Research participants looked at general feedback forms to identify the outcomes and indicators. 
A sample of 70 counselling feedback forms and 62 telephone line feedback forms were scrutinised 
to calculate the average improvements in women’s well-being as a result of accessing RASASC’s 
services. Participants matched the key indicators they were measuring with indicators listed on 
feedback forms and calculated the level of change created by examining changes in women’s 
reported well-being both before and after receiving support. 

In addition, participants also analysed data from CORE forms, therapy assessment and end of 
therapy forms which grade a survivor’s mental health and well-being and ‘distance travelled’. This also 
provided information regarding change measurement for three specific outcomes: emotional health, 
physical safety and levels of social interaction.

5.4. Outcomes

Graph 1 below shows the average level of improvement for individuals who access RASASC’s face-to 
face counselling. Calculated using primary data collected from counselling service feedback forms, 
research findings show that face-to-face counselling creates a broad range of positive outcomes for 
women. Rated using a sliding scale reflecting improvements, with 100% representing full recovery 
and 0% representing no change at all, findings show that even ‘small changes’ in areas such as safety, 
represent significant changes for women in practice.

The above findings reflect improved personal relationships as an outcome of accessing the service, 
as well as an increased sense of autonomy and personal control. This interlinks with RASASC’s ethos 
of empowering individuals to support their own recovery and shape the direction of their lives. 
An additional outcome linked with RASASC’s unique counselling services are reports of improved 
physical and emotional safety. This is indicative of broader research regarding the outcomes of 

Reduction in sexual 
violence

Figure 2: Impact map 
reflecting the outcomes for 
other women created by 
RASASC ’s services through 
training
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women-only settings and adds to the evidence base of the value of specialist sexual violence 
organisations.80

On average, 71% of women who received 
face-to-face counselling reported feeling 
‘more in control’, and therefore more able to 
make positive choices and live healthier lives. 
Furthermore, 39% of survivors felt more positive 
about forming relationships and therefore more 
able to form stable relationships. RASASC also 
uses the CORE monitoring system, which uses 
a range of indicators to determine changes in 
mental and emotional health and well-being. This 
showed that the average magnitude of improvement for all women using the face-to-face counselling 
was 28% by the end of their counselling course. The stakeholder engagement showed that this was 
reflected in three distinct outcomes; feeling safe, more able to participate in society, and better 
overall mental and emotional health.
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Graph 1: Average level of improvement experienced by women who
access RASASC’s face-to-face counselling
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“I think it has definitely given me the tools to get through those 
difficult moments. I kind of describe it as having the Tsunami 
just hit you, you see the water coming in and you try to run, you 
know it’s going to take over but [then] not letting it”
Survivor 

“I do feel empowered, 
strengthened, it’s difficult to 
deal with the past.” 
Survivor 
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Graph 2 below shows that 29% of women felt more able to make positive life choices after accessing 
the telephone helpline service and 21% felt more able to form stable relationships. Fifteen per cent of 
women reported better mental and emotional health, whilst 10% felt that accessing the service had 
improved their economic independence as accessing support enabled them to continue in or re-enter 
employment and training. 

Improved economic independence is an important outcome which illustrates the broad impact of 
RASASC’s services and its contribution to women’s economic activity, as well as supporting women’s 
well-being. The impact of rape and sexual abuse pervades all aspects of women’s lives and can impact 
on women’s ability to remain in paid employment or perform daily activities.

Graph 3 illustrates the financial and social impact of childhood sexual abuse and the impact of 
RASASC’s services on overcoming this. Divided according to six key outcomes, the graph shows how the 
personal and financial costs of abuse are spread across different aspects of women’s lives. Calculated 
using the overall proxy for the human and emotional cost of sexual abuse, graph 3 divides the impact of 
violence across multiple outcomes based on data from RASASC staff and service users.

Graph 3: The impact of sexual abuse & incest illustrated according to outcomes for survivors
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Graph 2: Average level of improvement experienced by women who access
 RASASC's telephone helpline

Proportion of total change experienced by each woman on average
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Graph 4 highlights the level of attribution awarded 
to RASASC for creating outcomes for service users 
over a ten year period. Based upon the feedback of 
survivors and RASASC staff, 100% of the outcomes 
illustrated in year one in the graph have been 
attributed to RASASC, as during this period women 
will receive ongoing face-to-face counselling or 
telephone support. The level of attribution is then 
estimated to significantly reduce in years two to ten, 
as women take the lead in their personal recovery 
and apply the practical and emotional tools they 
have learnt. The 40% attribution level shown in 
years two to ten is reflective of the Feminist ethos of 
the organisation and the principle that sustainable 
recovery is centred upon the survivor.

Graph 5 shows the total value of the outcomes 
to survivors created by face-to-face counselling 
and telephone support. These calculations were made using a proxy for sexual abuse, which was then 
divided across specific outcomes for survivors’ and multiplied by attribution levels over a ten year 
period. Graph 5 again shows survivors ability to make positive choices as a result of the service but also 
places financial value upon improvements in women’s social relationships, personal and emotional 
safety and improved economic activity. Most importantly it highlights the superior outcomes and high 
level of financial value as a result of long term face-to-face counselling. 
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Graph 5: Total value created to survivors from  face-to-face 
counselling service and telephone line support
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For example, the outcome 
‘better mental and 
emotional health’ highlights 
the differentials between 
long term counselling and 
telephone support received 
over a shorter period. 

Graph 6 illustrates the high 
social return on investment 
ratio created by RASASC’s 
services as a comparatively 
small level of investment 
yields significant results. 
Investment in RASASC’s 
counselling and helpline 
services creates significant 
benefits for survivors which 
can mitigate the significant financial, physical and emotional costs to the State and to individuals of 
rape and sexual abuse. For every pound invested in face-to-face counselling and telephone support 
services, six pounds worth of social value is created for survivors, their families, wider society and the 
state. 

5.5. Conclusion

The total value created by RASASC’s telephone helpline and face-to-face counselling services 
has been calculated as £1,773,429. The total investment into these services has been calculated 
as £277, 552. Therefore the final SROI ratio shows that for every £1 invested into RASASC £6 of 
social value is generated to survivors, their families, wider society and the State over ten years. 

Key outcomes include:
•	 More able to make positive choices and live healthier lives
•	 More able to form safe relationships
•	 Improved economic independence through employment and training
•	 Increased recognition and early intervention to reduce sexual violence.

RASASC plans to build upon the M&E analysis conducted as part of the SROI and explore ways 
to enhance and improve its M&E systems. They intend to share their learnings with other Rape 
Crisis Centres in the Rape Crisis (England and Wales) network and build upon best practice in 
demonstrating impact. 

Graph 6: Total level of investment and total value created

Total present 
value created

£1,773,429

Total investment
£277,552

Total financial 
investment

£209,509

Total volunteer 
investment

£25,729

Total survivor 
investment

£42,314

“It’s almost like you can feel the panic coming in and you have 
to kind of be able to have the tools to shut it down and not let it 
take over”
Survivor 
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RASASC plan to use this report to highlight and explain the essential nature of their work. They 
hope it will enable them to raise awareness about the services they provide and inform potential 
funders and other stakeholders about why they are needed. 

This report has clearly highlighted the immense benefit of RASASC to the women who access 
the services provided as well as to a much wider group of stakeholders. Funding services such as 
RASASC has been shown to be cost effective, creates long term outcomes and has wide reaching 
impacts. 

Key messages:
1. RASASC is a specialist sexual violence 
support organisation which offers high quality 
support for survivors. Women who access 
their services report significant benefits, 
particularly those who receive long term 
counselling support (for up to 12 months). 

2. RASASC is a Feminist organisation which 
uses an empowerment model to support 
women to address and overcome experiences of sexual violence. The organisation assists 
women to ‘rebuild the self’ by providing them with practical and emotional tools and highlighting 
their pathway to recovery. 

3. Women-only spaces produce unique outcomes and support women’s physical and emotional 
recovery from experiences of sexual violence. Women who access RASASC’s services strongly 
benefit from attending a women-only, Feminist, specialist sexual violence organisation. 

4. Rape and childhood sexual abuse has a devastating impact and presents significant financial 
and social costs both to an individual woman’s life and to society. 

“RASASC gave me tools and tips and skills to deal with the 
future, you store that information up and you pull on it for a 
lifetime afterwards, you keep drinking from that well.”
Survivor 

“It’s a shelter … that’s how I 
feel here. It’s a nurturing point, 
you know and somewhere that 
you can feed from”
Survivor 
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6. South Sudan Women’s Skills 
Development (SSWSD): Inner 
potentials
6.1. Background: the need for support to aid the social 
integration of Black, Asian, minority ethnic and refugee 
women into the UK

The Sudanese community is one of a more recent group of migrants that have joined the 
kaleidoscope of cultures that form London’s capital. The International Organisation for Migration’s 
latest mapping of the Sudanese population in the UK estimates that up to 25,000 Sudanese people 
live in the UK.81

Whilst the needs of South Sudan Women’s Skills Development’s (SSWSD) service users are 
diverse, there is very little existing support aiding the social integration of BAMER women into local 
communities. Social exclusion is a cause and consequence of poverty and SSWSD is situated 
in Camden, the 13th most deprived borough in London.82 Research regarding poverty shows 
that deprivation disproportionately impacts on ethnic minority groups, in particular women and 
children;83 a 2007 study found that “50% of non-retired Black African women in aged 25 and over 
[were] not in paid work”.84 Women’s poverty and educational attainment are shown to have a strong 
influence upon the quality of life of their children, their educational achievements85 and social 
mobility in later life.86

Black African women who are in paid employment are over-represented in low skilled employment 
and low paid jobs,87 are disproportionately more likely to be lone mothers and often experience 
greater difficulty in finding flexible and culturally appropriate childcare.88 This issue is particularly 
pertinent for Sudanese women as the average number of children in a rural Sudanese household is 
between five and eight per family.89 Many women who access SSWSD’s services head lone parent 
households and often experience difficulty in finding suitable employment which can fit around their 
caring responsibilities. Employment offers migrant women an opportunity to earn their own income, 
enhance their personal confidence and supports the integration process.90

Whilst Sudanese women have a broad range of skills and experiences, the majority of women also 
experience barriers to education, training and employment. Education is a particularly important 
issue for the Sudanese community; civil war and constant displacement of people in Sudan has 
“created a ‘lost generation’ of young adults in southern Sudan who have had little or no chance of 
education”.91 Education rates are particularly low amongst women, as in some areas of Sudan girls 
are traditionally expected to work at home and continue this role following marriage.92 In Sudan 50% 
of women are literate93 however the newly acceded country South Sudan has a female illiteracy 
rate of over 80%.94 Whilst many Sudanese refugees in the UK are literate, difficulties speaking a first 
language can increase difficulties in learning English and impact on individual’s confidence and ability 
to communicate. 

Many immigrants would benefit from information about living in the UK. This includes support 
with education, information on and how to access existing statutory services, as well as rights and 
obligations according to UK law and culture. Like many women from other migrant groups, Sudanese 
women experience difficulty in integrating into a new society and navigating practical barriers such 
as learning new languages and adapting to a new culture.95 Many migrant women find this unfamiliar 
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environment intimidating and lack the confidence and language skills needed to communicate their 
needs or experiences.96

The social isolation experienced by migrant women can often be compounded by experiences of 
racism and negative perceptions of immigration. Feeling part of a community can often be an important 
stepping stone into employment and can allow migrant women to connect with each other. 

At present there is a lack of specialist service provision which specifically supports ethnic minority 
migrant women to integrate into the British community. Due to language and cultural difficulties 
Sudanese women particularly congregate in their own communities and are often reluctant to access 
generic public services. Whilst the Government provides general support in areas such as skills and 
employment, the level of uptake by Sudanese women is often limited as services do not address their 
specific social and cultural needs. 

One key issue which has considerable impact upon women within the Sudanese community is 
the practice of FGM, which is a form of VAWG. This procedure is prevalent in Sudan and is illegally 
practiced within the UK by some families within the Sudanese community.

Recent statistics estimate that over 20,000 girls under the age of 15 are at high risk of FGM in the 
UK each year and that 66,000 women in the UK are living with the consequences of this practice.97 
However, it is difficult for public authorities to know the full extent of these crimes due to their hidden 
nature. FGM is not openly discussed within practicing communities and incorrectly interpreted as an 
action taken in a girl’s best interests, therefore perpetuating problems of under reporting.98

FGM is practiced by families for a variety of complex reasons but it is commonly justified as being a 
beneficial cultural tradition. Families assert control over women and girls’ sexual and reproductive 
rights believing that this will promote morality, avert sexual promiscuity and enhance physical 
cleanliness. In some communities a family’s ‘honour’ is often associated with the sexual fidelity 
of its female members therefore FGM is performed to maintain social respect.  Whilst practicing 
communities may believe FGM promotes women’s well-being, it presents harmful physical and 
psychological effects.99

Although it is an illegal offence to carry out FGM in the UK or assist someone to conduct FGM 
overseas, there have been no police prosecutions on FGM to date. There is limited specialist FGM 
provision locally and despite a national commitment to tackling FGM; in March 2011 the Government 
abolished the only Whitehall position dedicated to preventing FGM.100 Voluntary sector organisations 
are concerned that problems in tackling FGM will be perpetuated due to a lack of funds caused by the 
economic downturn and a lack of national oversight which would ensure specialist local provision.101

6.2. About South Sudan Women’s Skills Development 

South Sudan Women’s Skills Development (formerly Sudan Women’s Association) is a specialist 
women’s organisation established primarily to serve Sudanese women and children in exile. Their 
aim is to relieve poverty, overcome isolation, preserve culture and improve the opportunities and 
future prospects of Sudanese women and children, through literacy and ESOL classes, and to 
effectively promote integration into the host community through offering a range of services. SSWSD 
also teaches Sudanese languages to young people who do not have knowledge of the language and 
culture, especially those born in the UK.

The organisation was established in 1991 by Sudanese women in Camden, in response to an 
increased flow of refugees to London following the Sudanese political conflict. The community that 
arrived from Sudan was very much women-led and the organisation was created to meet the direct 
needs of women, many of whom were leading single headed households. 



56 Hidden Value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s voluntary and community organisations

The primary challenge for Sudanese women was trying to simultaneously earn a living, gain 
qualifications, raise a family, and adjust to life in a new society. The goal of SSWSD is to enable 
Sudanese women in exile to realise and effectively use their potential and make a positive 
contribution to the social and economic development of the areas where they live. Another key 
purpose of the organisation is to bring together the Sudanese communities and provide a space for 
Sudanese women to meet to reduce the anxiety of refugees and asylum seekers. 

SSWSD fulfills an important role as a point of access to other statutory services, as well as helping 
women to build their self confidence and alleviating isolation. This specialist provision is imperative 
as they have a unique reach within the Sudanese community and work with many of the most 
marginalised and vulnerable women. They provide culturally appropriate services and communicate 
and raise awareness about key issues affecting Sudanese women and children.

SSWSD offers a range of activities such as:

Social and cultural events
SSWSD holds a range of events to recognise and celebrate Sudanese culture. The organisation plans 
weekly and monthly social events for their members and children, as well as celebrations on days that 
are important for the community, such as the peace agreement ending the war between Northern and 
Southern Sudan in January 2005. The organisation also holds workshops for children and young people so 
they become more familiar with the history and culture of Sudan by means of storytelling and role-play.

Professional and educational development
SSWSD teaches ESOL and computer (ICT) classes for their members and holds awareness training 
and workshops to increase employability. This enables the women to improve their language 
skills, career prospects, increase confidence and to engage socially. The organisation also holds 
educational seminars around topics of interest to the community, such as FGM.

Awareness raising and creating social change
SSWSD plays an important role in the Sudanese community by raising awareness about the legal and 
health implications of practices such as FGM, and signposting women to practical support. SSWSD 
seeks to create social change within the Sudanese community by providing both men and women with 
training on FGM to ensure that girls and women affected by this issue receive appropriate support. For 
the purposes of this report the whole of SSWSD and all the services they provide were evaluated.

6.3. Data collection process

6.3.1. Stakeholder interviews 
As the first step of the data collection process, SSWSD distributed questionnaires to service users to 
capture the outcomes created as a result of accessing its services. Staff also specifically designed and 
distributed a questionnaire to volunteers to examine the outcomes created as a result of volunteering 
with the organisation. The questionnaires aimed to unpick the impact of the service upon women and 
their families, women’s self-esteem, relationships, social interactions and skills. 

Following on from this initial stage the information provided in the questionnaires and surveys was 
analysed to identify key outcomes and indicators as a result of accessing SSWSD’s services. In 
addition, participants also designed and distributed a survey regarding FGM to examine the impact 
that the FGM training had on both women service users and members of the wider Sudanese 
community.
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6.3.2. Impact map
Following feedback from stakeholders an impact map was created which visually illustrated five key 
areas where SSWSD’s services created change. The service areas focused upon were: 
•	 Referrals (signposting women to other services) 
•	 Personal development (enhancing personal and professional skills) 
•	 Volunteering (women being offered volunteering opportunities at SSWSD)
•	 Learning English (undertaking ESOL classes)
•	 Community based work (such as community trainings and cultural based activities).

As highlighted by the impact map (figure 1), participants also identified a series of indicators which 
illustrate a shift in women’s knowledge and social attitudes as a result of accessing SSWSD’s services. 
These included improvements in personal confidence and levels of social interaction, improved 
language, personal and professional skills, as well as increased legal awareness surrounding the issue 
of FGM. 

6.3.3. Measuring outcomes and indicators
Having examined the link between services and indicators of change, participants next outlined a 
series of outcomes created for different stakeholders. Specific outcomes for Sudanese women, their 
children, volunteers, the Sudanese community and the State. 

The outcomes were then measured using the statistical analysis from questionnaires and qualitative 
information collected from discussions with professional women within the Sudanese community. 

Figure 1 - Impact map reflecting the benefits and outcomes for service users 
created by SSWSD’s services  
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6.4. Outcomes

Graph 1 shows the outcomes created for women as a result of accessing SSWSD’s services. Calculated 
using primary data collected from surveys, research findings show that SSWSD’s specialist support 
creates a broad range of positive outcomes for women. On average, 72% of women reported reduced 
isolation and 67% reported improved health and well-being. Findings also show improvements in 
women’s personal lives, for example 70% of women reported improved parent/children relationships. 
Service users also reported improvements in their personal career prospects; 63% of women reported 
improved ability to enter education and employment. The final outcome, avoidance of FGM, also 
highlights the role of SSWSD in the prevention of VAWG.

D
ef

in
ed

 o
u

tc
o

m
es

Graph 1: Proportion of total change experienced by women according to defined outcomes
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Graph 2: Proportion of total change experienced by different stakeholders 
according to defined outcomes
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Graph 2 above shows the broad range of outcomes created for other stakeholders as a result of 
the services provided by SSWSD. Children whose parents access the service benefit from improved 
parenting relationships and improved educational prospects. On average, 63% of children whose 
parents access the service experience improvements in their future employment opportunities. 
Results show that SSWSD’s services also promote positive outcomes for the State, as improvements 
in women’s employment skills and well-being increase their economic contribution. Findings also 
show broader outcomes created for the Sudanese community, relating to improved health and 
well-being, reductions in social exclusion and enhanced ability to access employment. 

Graph 3 shows the total value of the outcomes to survivors created by SSWSD’s services. Spread over a five 
year period, the graph illustrates how the value of SSWSD slowly decreases over time but creates long term 
improvements in five key outcomes for women. The graph places financial value on the following outcomes: 
improvements in health and well-being, parental relationships and avoidance of FGM, reduced isolation and 
engagement in education and employment. The total value attributable to SSWSD is highest in year one, 
where improvements in women’s health and well-being are valued at £66,033 and the level attributable to 
women’s education and employment is £55,601.
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Graph 3: Total value created for women over a five year period
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Graph 4 above shows the present value for women created by SSWSD and illustrates SSWSD’s 
success in creating positive change in women’s lives. Divided according to outcomes, this graph 
highlights the importance of the service in improving women’s health and well-being as well as 
enhancing women’s education and employment opportunities. The graph also illustrates how 
accessing the service creates improvements in parental and social relationships and helps avoid 
FGM. Whilst the number of incidences of FGM is small, it is still assigned a large proportion of value as 
the impact of FGM on women and girl’s lives is so large. 

Graph 5 shows the total attributable value and benefits for other stakeholders created by SSWSD’s 
services, including children, volunteers and the wider Sudanese community. This graph shows 
that the largest outcome for other stakeholder groups is improved longer term prospects for 
service user’s children. A mother’s relationship 
to SSWSD also has an important affect on 
their children’s future in terms of education, 
employment and access to services which will 
provide increased opportunities.

Graph 6 illustrates the high social return on 
investment ratio created by SSWSD’s services. 
For every pound invested in SSWSD 11 pounds 
worth of social value is created for Sudanese 
women, their children, the Sudanese community, 
wider society and the State. As indicated in graph 
6, a comparatively small level of investment 
yields significant results. SSWSD creates a broad 
range of outcomes for women and their families, 
as well as supporting women’s economic activity 
and improvements in their well-being.
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Graph 5: Total attributable value created by SSWSD's services by individual outcomes
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6.5. Conclusion

The total value created by SSWSD has been calculated as £1,125,981. The total investment into these services 
has been calculated as £100,304. Therefore the final SROI ratio shows that for every £1 invested into SSWSD 
£11 of social value is generated to service users, their families, wider society and the State over five years. 

Key outcomes include:
•	 Reduced isolation and improved mental health for women service users
•	 Reduced isolation, improved health and well-being and ability to access employment for the 

wider community
•	 Increased awareness of and avoidance of FGM.

Through their involvement in this project SSWSD have an increased understanding of their economic, 
social and socio-economic impact. This report will act as a key fundraising tool and will enable SSWSD 
to raise awareness about their work both across London and within their local community. 

SSWSD hope to use this report to highlight and explain the role of their organisation to potential funders 
and other stakeholders and to build strong working relationships with councillors at a local level. 

SSWSD is a small charity operating on a fragile budget yet they still manage to create significant 
outcomes. This report highlights the immense benefit of SSWSD to the women who access the 
services that are provided as well as to a much wider group of stakeholders. This is a clear example of 
how a little investment can go a long way and how voluntary and community organisations are able 
to support marginalised communities to come together and participate in wider society with very 
little resources. Funding services such as SSWSD is cost-effective, creates long term outcomes and 
creates wide reaching impacts and opportunities. 

Key messages:
1.	 The social, environmental and economic value that is created by SSWSD far outweighs the 

financial investment that is made in the organisation.  

3.	 Participation of individual service users in various activities has empowered them to be confident 
and motivated and increased the knowledge and skills that they need to make changes in their lives. 

4.	 SSWSD highlights the value of volunteering, either through the experience women gain by being a 
volunteer or the knowledge and skills that volunteers bring to the organisation. 

5.	 Service user’s involvement in the organisation allows women to take responsibility for their own 
actions and how these affect others, particularly in relation to harmful traditional practices. 

6.	 SSWSD is a valuable place where women are able to access the amenities and services that they 
and their families need. 

7.	 We urge funders to understand the real value of the work that SSWSD does and realise the 
full economic potential and positive changes made by the organisation to service users, their 
children and the wider community.

8.     Funders must take advantage of the real value of the work that SSWSD does and realise the 
full economic potential and positive changes made by the organisation to service users, their 
children and the wider community. 
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7. Women and Girls Network: 
The WGN empowerment model 
- Redressing negative individual 
and social impacts of gendered 
violence through holistic 
counselling
7.1. Background: the need for specialist violence against 
women and girls services

“Each year across the UK three million women experience violence”102 while “two women are killed by a 
current or former partner, each week”.103 WGN supports those affected by and recovering from VAWG 
in its multitude forms. VAWG  can include DV, rape and sexual assault, so called ‘honour’ crimes, 
forced marriages, FGM, violence against women in prostitution and human trafficking.

Many of the women who access WGN’s services who have been affected by VAWG suffer short and 
long term health issues. The trauma caused by gendered violence can result in post-traumatic stress 
and other mental health problems.104 Women’s experiences of violence often impair their ability to 
form relationships, damages their self esteem and many survivors often experience difficulties in 
maintaining their jobs.105“Even when women escape abuse, it takes a long time to recover, and in some 
instances some women never do”.106

Other more severe outcomes of sexual violence include drug or alcohol problems, self-harm 
and suicide, as women resort to these mechanisms to cope with the severe anguish they have 
experienced.107 According to the Government’s 2007 Sexual Violence and Abuse Action Plan (SVAAP) 
“over two thirds of women with alcohol and drug addiction problems are survivors of sexual abuse”.108

It is impossible to quantify the devastating 
impact that VAWG has on each individual. The 
Government has attempted to calculate the 
cost of long term effects of VAWG to the State 
and has estimated that violence against women 
costs British society £37.6 billion each year109 

and that “each adult rape costs more than 
£96,000 in its emotional and physical impact 
on the victims, lost economic output due to 
convalescence, treatment costs to health 
services and costs incurred in the criminal 
justice system.”110

VAWG is both a social and criminal issue, 
which negatively impacts on communities as a 
whole.111 Abuse leaves a lasting legacy on future 

“I can’t believe it affected me 
so much – it had to come out 
of my system. So many years 
I’d held it and I erupted like a 
volcano. Every [counselling] 
session there was always 
something new.”
Client
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generations with children exposed to DV at “greater risk of substance abuse, juvenile pregnancy 
and criminal behaviour than those raised in homes without violence”.112 Men who are violent to their 
partners are likely to be violent to their children and children are more likely to suffer from poor 
mental health, experience suicidal tendencies or repeat the cycle of violence that they have seen.113

Sexual violence is often treated as a social taboo. Women are reluctant to speak about their 
experiences for fear of not being believed and social stigma. Research shows that this is especially 
the case for many BAME women. BAME women are placed at risk by ‘traditional practices’ such as 
forced marriage, FGM and so called ‘honour killings’ whereby women are subjected to violence in the 
name of cultural traditions.114 In many of these cases family violence is considered to be private and 
women may be scared to speak out about their experiences for fear of being ostracised or isolated 
from their communities.115

“Women who have insecure immigration status, 
for example, students, asylum seekers, trafficked 
women, and women who have come to the UK on 
their spouses’ visas, are particularly vulnerable 
to violence or its consequences”.116 These women 
often have no recourse to public funds which 
limits their access to safety. 

7.2. About Women and Girls Network

Since its inception 24 years ago, Women and Girls Network (WGN) has developed a unique, 
specialised clinical model of counselling that promotes a range of holistic therapeutic techniques 
encouraging self-agency and lifelong personal development. This helps women to achieve a 
complete and sustainable recovery from gender based violence and empowers them to overcome 
the legacy of their experiences. WGN is founded upon the principle of inclusivity and their services 
are available to all women, regardless of their geographical location or the type of violence they have 
experienced. 

WGN fully supports women who have been affected by gendered violence and are experiencing 
mental health difficulties (as defined by themselves or their counsellor) throughout their counselling 
journey. The organisation also offers specialist projects for women at risk (e.g. women who have 
been trafficked or those exiting prostitution) and caters for women across all equalities strands in 
the UK. Additionally, WGN is a powerful advocate 
and educator on gendered violence, aspiring to 
create social change through public debate and 
informing social policy.

The focus of this report is to evaluate the 
face-to-face counselling support that WGN 
provides and the added value that this creates.

Counselling
WGN offers three core counselling services: crisis 
counselling, short term, and longer term clinical 
contracts. WGN assesses the needs of each woman and suggests an appropriate form of counselling 
support and length tailored to meet their needs. The organisation uses the latest innovations in 
trauma therapy and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and an integration of person-centred and 
Feminist counselling practice to provide a safe and empowering space for survivors. WGN provides 
culturally sensitive and appropriate therapeutic interventions and has a range of counsellors from 
different multicultural backgrounds. This enables the organisation to provide women with the option 

“This place [WGN] saved me 
and I would recommend it to 
everyone.”
Client

“They [WGN] made me feel 
like I was worth something. No 
one had ever said that. I had 
20 years of [being told] I was 
useless, worthless.
Client
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of seeking support from someone who speaks their own language or who is from a similar cultural 
background.

Telephone Helpline
As well as WGN’s core counselling services, the organisation offers telephone support. The service 
is staffed by women who are specially trained in providing advice, support and information about 
gendered violence. They also host a number of satellites in other venues across London which also 
provide face-to-face counselling. 

Body therapies
WGN offers body therapies to complement the counselling that the women receive on their journey 
towards recovery. WGN’s holistic integrated model includes a range of body therapies to ensure a 
positive connection with women’s bodies, to heal the physical injuries of violent assaults and increase 
women’s confidence and safety by establishing appropriate touch.

Group programmes
The women WGN support receive an ‘ending group session’ subsequent to completing their 
individual counselling sessions. This is an eight week programme aimed at self-empowerment 
and self-advocacy. Women are invited to reflect on insights from individual therapy and develop 
strategies for recovery and moving on. This is also an opportunity for connection with other survivors 
to help reduce isolation and share strengths. 

Projects
WGN also runs specialist support projects for women at risk. The organisation has developed 
specifically tailored projects for women who are exiting prostitution and those who have been 
globally trafficked into the sex industry. The organisation is also involved in training, advocating and 
educating around gendered violence and is currently developing a nationally recognised counselling 
training qualification for women from refugee communities to support other women in their 
community and recover from their experiences of violence. WGN has a specialist Young Women’s 
Advocate working with young women at risk of sexual violence and exploitation. 

7.3. Data collection process 

The data collected from this research was used to develop an impact map (figure 1) which reflects 
the diverse outcomes that WGN’s services create for both women and wider society. 

7.3.1. Stakeholder interviews
In January 2010 WGN conducted 17 stakeholder interviews with ex and current clients, paid staff, 
counsellors and volunteers. The objective of the interview process was to identify the outcomes 
of WGN’s support for women using the counselling service. As part of the interviews, WGN staff 
examined the issues women presented with and explored their mental health and emotional 
well-being both before and after accessing support. 

Staff also interviewed clients about support they had received from other agencies in order to assess 
levels of attribution (the amount of difference the WGN service had made).

7.3.2. Impact map
Figure 1 provides a visual illustration of the benefits and outcomes for service users created by WGN’s 
counselling services. The purple arrows signify indicators which illustrate the immediate changes 
created by WGN’s services and contribute towards each final outcome (highlighted in the white 
boxes).
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As part of the data collection process participants identified six key outcomes created by the service:
•	 Economic benefits (improved ability to engage in education and work) 
•	 Improved relationships (with family, friends, partners and children)
•	 Improved physical health
•	 Improved mental and emotional health
•	 Increased interaction within society (e.g. improved social interaction with men, colleagues and 

others)
•	 Increased sense of personal autonomy (empowerment).

These outcomes illustrate the extensive impact of WGN’s services on multiple aspects of women’s 
lives, such as their self esteem, social interaction, assertiveness and relationships with others. Whilst 
a broad range of outcomes were identified as part of the mapping exercise, due to limited capacity, 
WGN decided to focus on outcomes reflected in their existing monitoring and evaluation data. These 
were: autonomy, personal relationships, well-being, day to day functioning and physical safety (risk of 
self-harm and suicide).

7.3.3. Measuring outcomes and indicators
WGN used their existing M&E systems to capture the ‘distance travelled’ by women as part of the 
therapeutic journey. WGN used a series of CORE forms to identify different indicators of women’s 
progress both before and after accessing their services. 

CORE forms are therapy assessment and end of therapy forms which indicate a client’s mental 
health and well-being and ‘distance travelled’. This M&E system grades the client’s well-being and 
illustrates change management around a series of outcomes using a scoring system. With these 
forms the client is rating their own experience so that this can be compared with the therapist’s 
experience of the client. They also collect nationally validated clinical information and supplementary 
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‘distance travelled’ information to try to capture emerging trends.

Classified according to risk assessments and therapy benefits, the CORE data used by WGN 
illustrated a range of outcomes including improvements in client’s personal autonomy and levels of 
risk of self-harm.

7.4. Outcomes

Graph 1 illustrates the outcomes created for women as a result of accessing WGN’s face-to-face 
counselling service. Calculated using primary data collected from CORE monitoring forms, research 
findings show that face-to-face counselling creates a broad range of positive outcomes for women. 
On average, 81% of women who received face-to-face counselling reported improved ability to 
function and perform daily tasks, furthermore, 76% of clients experienced a greater sense of 
autonomy and self independence. Eighty-six per cent of women reported improvements in their 
well-being and 77% experienced improvements in their relationships. The improvement in personal 
relationships as an outcome of accessing the service, as well as an increased sense of autonomy 
and personal control, interlinks with WGN’s ethos of empowering individuals to support their own 
recovery and shape the direction of their lives. 

An additional outcome linked with WGN’s unique counselling therapies is a reduction in the risk of 
self-harm and suicide. There is a substantial reduction in the risk of self-harm and suicide for clients 
(for example the proportion of women with mild, moderate or severe risk of suicide drops from 30% 
to 7.8%). This of course is likely to reduce the 
number of suicides, and based on this data we 
have estimated that the overall impact is to 
prevent one suicide a year. These findings are 
reflective of WGN’s role in supporting the most 
vulnerable and marginalised women and the 
essential life saving nature of the services they 
provide.
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Graph 1: Proportion of total change experienced by women accessing 
WGN's counselling service 
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“If you have an experience 
like this [support from WGN], 
it’s a stepping stone. You are 
responsive to other things 
because it helps you make 
sense of things.”
Client
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Graph 2 shows the present value of the outcomes to clients created by face-to-face counselling. 
On average this equates to over £10,000 of value per client. 

Most of the value (other than reduction in suicide and self-harm) comes through well-being 
outcomes (well-being, functioning and autonomy). Well-being is harder to value than economic 
benefits, but the Centre for Mental Health has attempted to put a cost on mental illness through the 
use of QALYs (Quality Adjusted Life Years).117 Equating well-being with mental health allows a valuation 
of overall well-being of £10,560.118 The result is divided between the different well-being outcomes. 
Improved relationships is calculated by looking at the average spend on social activities in a year.119

Graph 3 highlights the level of attribution awarded to WGN for creating outcomes for clients over 
a five year period. One hundred per cent of the outcomes illustrated in year one in the graph have 
been attributed to WGN, as during this period women will receive ongoing face-to-face counselling 
or telephone support. The level of attribution is then estimated to significantly reduce in years two to 
five, as this is when women often exit the service and take the lead in their own personal recovery. 

Graph 2: Total impact of violence against women on WGN’s clients
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Graph 4 illustrates the high social return on investment ratio created by WGN’s services. For every 
pound invested in face-to-face counselling services, five pounds worth of social value is created to 
clients, their families, wider society and the State. As indicated by the statistics, a comparatively small 
level of investment yields significant results. Investment in WGN’s counselling and helpline services 
creates significant benefits for clients which can mitigate the high financial, physical and emotional 
costs to the State and to individuals of gender based violence.

7.5. Conclusion

The total value created by Women and Girls Network has been calculated as £3,773,917. The total 
investment into these services has been calculated as £749,844. Therefore the final SROI ratio shows 
that for every £1 invested into WGN, £5 of social value is generated to service users, their families, 
wider society and the State over five years. 

Key outcomes include:
•	 Improved physical health and less reliance on medication
•	 More engaged with wider society and feeling part of community 
•	 Increased empowerment and control of life
•	 Improved relationships with others.

Through their involvement in the SROI project WGN have been able to place values on the outcomes 
that their services create for individual women and the impact that this has on their lives. WGN will 
use the findings to highlight to funders and other stakeholders the essential, life saving services they 
provide to women and girls who have experienced violence and abuse.

WGN hopes to use this report as a fundraising tool which will raise awareness about their organisation 
amongst potential funders and other stakeholders. They intend to use the document to demonstrate 
their impact at a local level and support national research regarding the importance of specialist 
VAWG services. 

WGN intend to share their learnings from the SROI project with other women’s organisations and plan 
to use this opportunity to further build upon and improve their M&E systems. 

Graph 4: Total level of investment and total value created
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Key messages:
1.	 WGN provides a lifesaving service by reducing suicide and self-harm and transforming survivors 

to thrivers, promoting total and sustainable recovery 

2.	 WGN uses an integrated holistic service delivery based on a strengths-based approach to 
therapeutic services  

3.	 A gynocentric approach is used by WGN featuring and inspired by holistic healing models and 
contemporary innovations in evidence based treatment protocols 

4.	 WGN has empowerment focused therapeutic aims which provide women with individualised 
choices and consider women as active and responsible partners in the therapeutic journey/ 
experience 

5.	 The organisation uses Feminist constructs to contextualise gendered violence moving women 
from individual shame and blame and addressing and challenging societal norms which condone 
and legitimise gender based violence. This is achieved through innovative training programmes 
and research.



70 Hidden Value: Demonstrating the extraordinary impact of women’s voluntary and community organisations

8. Conclusion
In 2009 the Women’s Resource Centre (WRC), with the support of the new economics foundation 
(nef), undertook research to examine the costs and long term benefits associated with the work of 
five frontline women’s organisations based in London. 

The project was carried out using the Social Return on Investment (SROI) approach. This is a form 
of cost-benefit analysis used to demonstrate the value created by a programme or activity, and to 
better understand the value for money. 

Findings from the SROI process demonstrated a number of positive outcomes from the work of the 
five women’s organisations, illustrating the benefits of investing in specialist women’s organisations 
to women, families and wider society, as well as the savings they create for the State. These include:

•	 Increased independence, self-confidence and self esteem for ethnic minority migrant women in East London
•	 Improved physical and mental health for young women from South Asian, Turkish and Iranian 

communities who have experienced domestic violence
•	 Increased economic independence for female survivors of sexual violence
•	 Improvements in social interactions, personal and emotional safety and economic activity for 

Sudanese women
•	 Improvements in personal well-being, social relationships, independence and a reduction in 

suicide for women and girls attending the WGN counselling service.

Table 1: Summary of outcomes, social value created and SROI ratio 

Ashiana Network Heba Women’s 
Project

Rape Crisis South 
London

South Sudan 
Women’s Skills 
Development

Women and Girls 
Network

Positive 
Outcomes

Refuge provision
Increased safety

Improved physical 
and mental health

Increase in likelihood 
of employment

Increased 
independence, 
self-confidence and 
self esteem

Reduced isolation 
and increased 
societal participation

Improved 
relationship of 
service users’ 
children with their 
parents

Reduced business 
overheads for 
tenants/designers 
and other 
organisations

Increased tax take 
and reduced benefit 
spend and reduced 
need for translation 
services for the State

Face-to-face 
counselling
More able to make 
positive life choices 

Improved personal 
relationships

Increase in autonomy 
and personal control

Improved physical 
and emotional safety

Reduced isolation

Improved personal 
well-being

Improved 
child-parent 
relationships

Improved ability to 
enter education and 
employment

Increase in 
awareness of FGM 
issues

Increase in economic 
contribution

Improved personal 
relationships

Increased sense 
of autonomy and 
personal control

Reduction in 
self-harm and suicide

Improved ability to 
function and perform 
daily tasks

Improved personal 
well-being

Outreach support
Improved economic 
independence

Increase in safety at 
home

Improvement in 
English language 
leading to improved 
self esteem, 
independence and 
reduced social 
isolation

Telephone 
counselling
Improved economic 
independence

Improved mental and 
emotional health

More able to form 
stable relationships

More able to make 
positive life choices/
live healthier lives

Total Social Value 
Created

£4,175,199 £5,294,226 £1,773,429 £1,125,981 £3,773,917

SROI ratio 8:1 11:1 6:1 11: 1 5:1

Social Value 
created per £1 
investment

£8 for every £1 
invested

£11 for every £1 
invested

£6 for every £1 
invested

£11 for every £1 
invested

£5 for every £1 
invested
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The key benefits and investment to outcome ratios are summarised in Table 1, which shows that for 
every £1 of investment, the social value created by women’s organisations ranges between £5 and £11.

The women’s voluntary sector is comprised of women’s organisations working in a range of areas 
to advance and meet the needs of women. From training and education to domestic and sexual 
violence services, women’s organisations promote gender equality and seek to provide women with 
comprehensive needs-led support.

The ethos of women-only organisations is based on the premise that in order for fairness to be achieved it 
is essential to use the concept and language of substantive equality rather than formal equality. Substantive 
equality highlights significant social obstacles (particularly discrimination based on social characteristics) 
which may limit access to, for example, education and employment.120 Substantive equality acknowledges 
that where policy is tailored to the majority group, other people with different needs and circumstances are 
not considered and need specific support to enable them to achieve the same aims. 

Specialist women’s organisations provide broader benefits to society by tackling social exclusion and 
promoting community cohesion. Their services help to integrate women into wider society and bring 
women of different faiths and the ethnicities together. Therefore, women’s organisations can be seen 
as a great example of a model to develop the ‘Big Society’. 

Much of the value demonstrated in this report is created through the provision of vital services to 
vulnerable and marginalised women who are not reached by mainstream organisations. For example:

•	 Ashiana Network provides essential support to young women from South Asian, Turkish and 
Iranian communities experiencing domestic and sexual violence. Without Ashiana many of these 
women would not receive help. There are no specialist violence against women services for Black, 
Asian and minority ethnic women in the borough, despite costs of violence against minority 
ethnic women in England and Wales being estimated at £1.5 billion every year.121

•	 Heba Women’s Project supports isolated women in East London to build fuller lives through 
training, educational development, and by offering a socially and ethnically diverse community 
space. The services they provide are in response to local women’s needs and offer opportunities 
to help them participate in the local and wider community.

•	 Rape Crisis South London (RASASC) provides impartial, professional support to women aged 
14 years and over who have experienced rape or sexual assault. Unlike many statutory agencies 
they provide advice to survivors no matter when the abuse took place. Their women-centred 
approach means they often work with women who are not accessing other services. 

•	 South Sudan Women’s Skills Development (SSWSD)  serves primarily Sudanese women and children in 
exile and aims to alleviate poverty, preserve culture, improve their opportunities, and promote integration 
into the local community through a range of services. Their specialist provision is essential; they have a 
unique reach within the Sudanese community and there is little existing support to aid ethnic minority 
migrant women integrate into British society.

•	 Women and Girls Network offers a unique counselling service, promoting a range of holistic 
therapeutic techniques to empower and help women achieve a sustainable recovery from 
gender based violence. 

The work carried out by women’s organisations is built on a foundation of years of experience and 
knowledge, along with an understanding of the issues facing women and how their needs can be 
met. After extensive cuts to the funding of essential women-only services, organisations are being 
forced to reduce the provision they offer or in some cases close altogether. In the short term, this will 
result in the loss of specialist knowledge which cannot be easily replaced. In the long term, dwindling 
sources of funding will lead to a lack of provision of services and support for women in desperate 
need. Findings from this research draw attention to the need to fund specialist women-only services 
and support the financial sustainability of existing women’s organisations.
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Through their participation in the SROI evaluation, the five women’s organisations featured in this report have 
been able to demonstrate the social and economic impact of the services they provide and activities they 
generate. While undertaking such projects offers an opportunity for the value of their work to be recognised, 
this evaluation revealed the inherent challenges involved. For example, there were variations in the M&E 
systems of the organisations which meant for some there was little existing data available for analysis. While 
organisations recognise the importance of collecting M&E data , funding constraints and lack of capacity 
mean that it is not a priority for them and therefore is a process that remains hard to embed. Furthermore, 
funders tend to request predominantly quantitative data for their evaluation, which provides little incentive 
for organisations to collect the different types of M&E data which is often required for SROI analysis. The 
focus of funders on quantitative data as an indicator of success is problematic. As this research shows, the 
impact that organisations have on an individual woman’s life is in fact huge; using an SROI analysis is one way 
to demonstrate this hidden value. 

Findings from the report also highlight the importance of capturing ‘softer outcomes’. Soft outcomes, 
such as improved self esteem, are vital stepping stones which enable women to recover, (re)build 
their sense of self and participate in society. With the increased allocation of funding using a payment 
by results system, it is vital that ‘results’ are defined in partnership with service providers to ensure 
that they are reflective of women’s needs. As part of this process it is important to know what truly 
makes a difference to individuals in the short and long term – and to acknowledge that there are no 
quick fixes.

Participating in a SROI analysis requires a significant commitment from organisations in terms of time 
and resources. This can also be problematic, particularly for smaller organisations where both are 
in short supply. In addition, the methodologies used in SROI are often too complex for organisations 
to undertake on their own, and require the support of other bodies to ensure they are able to 
demonstrate their impact effectively and are not left at a funding disadvantage.

The challenges encountered during this study highlight a number of important issues to be 
addressed. If women’s organisations continue to be required to demonstrate their value, the need 
to fund them to ensure they have the capacity to both improve their M&E processes and participate 
in outcomes-based evaluations, such as SROI, is paramount. In addition, consideration needs to 
be given to the way existing M&E data collected by organisations can be better utilised and whether 
there are alternative ways in which they can demonstrate their value.
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8.1. Recommendations
Based on the research findings, this report makes a number of recommendations for action which 
will help to ensure that essential women’s services are supported and that their expertise and value is 
utilised. 

An equalities framework must be integrated into commissioning processes to ensure the 
needs of specific communities can be identified and met
Commissioners must ensure that equalities issues are considered at all stages of the commissioning 
process and examine the impact of their funding decisions on different equalities groups. When 
evaluating the cost and quality of services, commissioners should consider the social value created 
by equalities organisations and the broad range of benefits they provide.

Investment should be understood in a broader context to include other considerations such as 
long term outcomes and social and environmental impact. To realise its vision for ‘best value’ 
the Government must ensure that the true value of services is acknowledged in commissioning 
processes. Gender analysis must be viewed as an essential part of commissioners’ assessment of 
the social, economic and environmental value that a service can provide.

When commissioning services the Government must adopt a broader definition of 
outcomes  and select appropriate funding models that meet the needs of women
When commissioning services, commissioners should work closely with women’s organisations to 
ensure that the needs of women are met. Outcomes should be defined in partnership with specialists 
within each field to ensure they reflect the needs of service users. Whilst project objectives often 
seek to create larger outcomes, seemingly small steps can represent a significant change for 
individuals. For example, an important first step in supporting socially excluded women into work is 
raising their self esteem and providing them with the confidence to interact socially.

Government funders must select appropriate funding models which support the sustainable 
provision of services that reflect the needs of women. The emphasis on short term financial 
investment and social enterprise as a way to support voluntary and community sector 
organisations needs to be reconsidered. For organisations, such as those in this report, this funding 
is unsustainable, inappropriate and does not allow them to continue to provide a service that 
appropriately meets women’s needs. 

In addition the focus on quantitative data and numerical outcomes in relation to services that 
directly support the most vulnerable and marginalised communities is also hugely problematic. The 
understanding of success indicators must be revised and the complex impact of any changes on 
individuals’ lives must be understood so that the true value of interventions can be appreciated.

Commissioners must recognise the value of holistic specialist services
With an increasing focus on a localised commissioning model, it is essential that commissioners have 
an understanding of local need and the broader value presented by holistic specialist services. By 
addressing the causes and consequences of discrimination against women, women’s organisations 
also tackle broader social issues and create economic and social benefits for a range of stakeholders 
including wider society and the State. When making commissioning decisions, commissioners should 
consider the broader value provided by holistic specialist providers and seek to establish strong 
working relationships with equalities organisations in their local area.
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Glossary Displacement
This describes the negative effects of a policy which 
can occur when the benefits claimed by a programme 
participant are at the expense of others outside the 
programme. For example, while introducing street 
lighting may reduce crime in an area it is likely to displace 
it elsewhere leading to no overall net reduction.

‘Distance travelled’
‘Distance travelled’ is a measurement term that refers 
to the progress that a person makes towards harder 
outcomes like employment or ceasing reoffending. 
This can include differences in feelings, attitudes, 
perceptions or skills over time, using self–reporting and 
observation methods.

Domestic violence (DV) 
Domestic violence is defined as physical, sexual, 
psychological or financial violence that takes place within an 
intimate or family-type relationship and that forms a pattern 
of coercive and controlling behaviour. This can include 
forced marriage and so called ‘honour crimes’. Domestic 
violence  may include a range of abusive behaviours, not all of 
which are in themselves inherently ‘violent’.122

Drop-off
Drop-off is a measure which recognises that outcomes 
may not continue to last year on year and in future years 
may be less, or if the same, will more likely be influenced 
by other factors. The drop-off rate indicates by what 
percentage the value of the outcome declines each year. 
For example, if an outcome related to employment lasts 
for three years, how much does the impact in years two 
and three drop-off compared to the first year?

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
English for Speakers of Other Languages is an 
educational programme used to teach English to people 
whose first language is not English.

Female genital mutilation (FGM)
Female genital mutilation also known as female 
circumcision, describes “the partial or complete removal 
or modification of the female genitalia for cultural or 
religious reasons”.123 It includes all other injuries to the 
female genital organs for non-medical reasons. 

Focus groups
A qualitative research method where a group of 
identified participants are encouraged by a researcher 
to present their views on a certain issue. These views are 
then analysed as research data.

Forced marriage
The Home Office defines forced marriage as “a marriage 
conducted without the valid consent of two parties, where 
duress is a factor”.124 Duress is considered to be where 
“the mind of the [victim] has in fact been overborne, 
howsoever that was caused,” 125 which can include physical, 
psychological, financial, sexual and emotional pressure.

Formal equality
An understanding of equality which incorrectly maintains 
that equality is achieved when everyone is treated in 
exactly the same way, disregarding social obstacles that 
exist for different groups.

Attribution
When a benefit is assigned to a particular cause or source.

BAME
The term refers to Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
groups and communities. Both this term and BAMER 
have been used throughout the report as sometimes 
this group does not include refugee women. 

BAMER
The term refers to Black, Asian, minority ethnic and 
refugee groups and communities.

Body therapies
Treating a disorder through the use of physical rehabilitative 
methods, such as massage, yoga or acupuncture. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy
A talking therapy that concentrates on thought 
processes and behaviour. 

Competitive tendering
A situation in which there is more than one potential 
service provider available and a commissioner may use 
this competitive market to request bids for a contract, 
accepting the lowest bid available to save money. This 
may lead to organisations undervaluing their project and 
core costs in order to secure the contract.
 
CORE forms
CORE forms are therapy assessment and end of therapy 
forms which indicate a survivor’s mental health and 
well-being and ‘distance travelled’ while engaging with 
the service.

Cost-benefit analysis
A method of reaching economic decisions by comparing 
the cost of doing something with its benefits. The concept 
is relatively simple, but difficulty often arises in decisions 
about which costs and which benefits to include in the 
analysis. This is especially so when relevant costs and 
benefits do not have a price. Cost–benefit analysis usually 
looks at returns to one stakeholder – the State.

Deadweight
The difference between outcomes and impacts, i.e. what 
would have happened anyway. Outcomes - deadweight 
= impacts.

Disabled
Refers to a person who has a physical or mental 
impairment that has a substantial and long term adverse 
effect on his or her ability to carry out normal day-to-day 
activities. This includes people with: HIV, multiple 
sclerosis, who are blind, as well as those with mental 
health and learning difficulties.

Discount rate
As part of the SROI calculations, a discount rate was applied 
to each group to reflect changes to costs and benefits that 
have happened since the relevant activities had taken place.
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Gender awareness
A comprehensive understanding of the differences between 
men and women, the influence of prescribed gender roles 
and the forms of discrimination both genders face.

Gynocentric
An approach that places women’s rights, views and 
victimisation as its primary focus. 

Human trafficking
The recruitment or transportation of persons, by means of 
the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, for the 
purpose of exploitation. Exploitation includes prostitution 
of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced 
labour or services and the removal of organs.126 

ICT
Information and communication technology including 
skills with computers and the internet.

Immigrant
A person who leaves one country to settle permanently 
in another.

Impact map
A tool that can be used to illustrate the work that a 
person or organisation does and help them to think 
about how these activities bring about social, economic 
or environmental change. 

Incest
In England and Wales (the definition is slightly different 
in Scotland), incest is an act of sexual relations, whether 
heterosexual or homosexual, between a person 
and their adoptive, biological, foster or step-parent, 
grandparent, sibling, half-sibling, uncle, aunt, nephew 
or niece, as well as those who have lived in the same 
household or acted as a carer to that person.127

Indicators
An indicator is a piece of information that helps to 
determine whether or not change has taken place. 
Indicators matter because they are a way of knowing if 
an outcome has taken place. There can be indicators of 
outcomes and outputs but only outcomes indicators are 
appropriate to measure change.

Inputs
The resources that an intervention uses to carry out 
its activities and operations. These include: funding, 
premises, goods-in-kind and time donated by volunteers.

Intersectionality
The term has no definitive definition and its meaning is 
contested across various sites and disciplines. For this 
report, intersectionality refers to the meeting point of a 
variety of overlapping identities (such as being a black, 
lesbian, woman) where multiple types of discrimination 
occurs simultaneously.

Islamaphobia
The Runnymede Trust128 defines Islamaphobia as having 
eight characteristics:
1.	 Islam is seen as a monolithic bloc, static and 

unresponsive to change
2.	 Islam is seen as separate and ‘other’. It does not 

have values in common with other cultures, is not 

affected by them and does not influence them 
3.	 Islam is seen as inferior to the West. It is seen as 

barbaric, irrational, primitive and sexist
4.	 Islam is seen as violent, aggressive, threatening, 

supportive of terrorism and engaged in a ‘clash of 
civilisations’

5.	 Islam is seen as a political ideology and is used for 
political or military advantage

6.	 Criticisms made of the West by Islam are rejected 
out of hand

7.	 Hostility towards Islam is used to justify 
discriminatory practices towards Muslims and 
exclusion of Muslims from mainstream society

8.	 Anti-Muslim hostility is seen as natural or normal.

Longitudinal outcomes
Measuring the change that results from an organisation’s 
activity at regular intervals over a set period of time e.g. 
five years.

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E)
A process of systematically collecting data that is 
relevant to a project or activity, then analysing this data 
to make judgements on the success of the project and 
make changes or improvements.

Outcomes
The change that results from an organisation’s activity 
– for people, communities, the economy, or aspects 
of the natural or built environment. They come either 
wholly or in part as a result of the organisation’s actions. 
Outcomes can be negative as well as positive and 
measuring them is the only way that you can be certain 
that the change has taken place.

Outputs
A policy intervention that usually results in something 
demonstrable or countable right afterwards. Outputs 
are usually finite; items created (such as jobs) or people 
trained. While outputs are often the first step in creating 
the longer term change at which policy is aimed, they are 
not enough by themselves to create that change.

Outreach service
A service that provides support to women who are not 
resident at the service, for example, providing support for 
abused women who have chosen to stay at home or have 
moved to new accommodation rather than staying at a 
refuge. Outreach services also provide support within their 
local community, such as through training for statutory 
services or awareness raising activities in schools.

Proxies
In selecting indicators there is a trade–off between data 
availability and accuracy. When data is unavailable or 
difficult to obtain, proxies can be used. A proxy is a value 
that is deemed to be close to the desired indicator. For 
example, the overall regional unemployment rate may 
be used as a proxy for the local unemployment rate if the 
required data is unavailable.

Public body
An organisation that carries out an area of Government 
policy. Public bodies can include local authorities and 
primary care trusts in the NHS.
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Well-being
A positive state of existence characterised by happiness, 
satisfaction, personal development, fulfilment and 
engagement with the ‘community’.131

Women with no recourse to public funds/insecure 
immigration status
If a woman comes to the UK on a Spousal Visa, she 
becomes dependent on her husband for her right to 
remain in the UK. She is also reliant on her husband as 
her ‘sponsor’ to apply within two years for her own right 
to remain. At this time she has ‘no recourse to public 
funds’ and she is completely financially dependent on 
him. Women who enter the UK on student and work 
visas, or those who have become over-stayers, also 
have no recourse to public funds and so are vulnerable if 
they experience violence but are not yet covered by the 
Home Office funded Sojourner Project scheme.132

Xenophobia
Intense or irrational dislike or fear of people from other 
countries.

Racism
Hatred or intolerance of another race or other races.

‘Rebuilding the self’ 
This term describes RASASC’s empowering approach 
which supported women to improve their mental and 
emotional health and take steps to address and recover 
from their experiences.

So called ‘honour’-based violence
So called ‘honour’-based violence is a crime or incident, 
which has or may have been committed to protect 
or defend the perceived honour of the family and/or 
community.

Social Return on Investment (SROI)
A method which measures the social, environmental and 
economic value created by an activity or intervention. 
This measurement is made in relation to the resources 
invested into the activity or organisation.

Stakeholders
Those people or groups who are either affected by or who 
can affect policy. This can include customers, service 
users, trustees, community groups, employees, funders/
investors, statutory bodies, suppliers, staff, or volunteers.

Statutory services/agencies
Support services provided by public bodies, such as 
counsellors provided by the NHS. 
 
The Forced Marriage Unit (FMU)
The Forced Marriage Unit is a joint-initiative with the 
Home Office and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
to cease the practice of forced marriage.

‘Theory of change’
Defines all building blocks required to bring about a 
given long term goal. This set of connected building 
blocks interchangeably referred to as outcomes, results, 
accomplishments, or preconditions – is depicted on a 
map sometimes referred to as an impact map. This is a 
graphic representation of the journey of change, and the 
model has been developed by the Aspen Institute.129

Trauma therapy/counselling
Using therapeutic methods to address the after-effects 
of a traumatic experience.

Violence against women and girls (VAWG) 
The term violence against women and girls describes: 
“any act of gender based violence that results in, or is 
likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm 
or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 
occurring in public or in private life”.130 

Voluntary and community organisation (VCOs)
A voluntary and community organisation is one whose 
main focus is to deliver social benefit in a variety of 
forms to the community, rather than to generate 
profit for distribution to its members. It will usually be 
independent of Government.
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