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Introduction 

This case study focuses on how the 
What Women Want project was 
conceived, and what it aims to do 
and achieve, as part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the project 
team, volunteers and beneficiaries, 
observation of the group in session 
and the monitoring information 
submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle. 

About the project 

 ‘What Women Want’ is a women’s 
support group, which provides 
informal peer support and 
employability support, to help 
women increase their skills and 

confidence to fulfil their potential, 
and reduce their social and 
emotional isolation. The project also 
provides one-to-one support and 
advocacy and also seeks to promote 
civic engagement, and encourage 
direct collective action on specific 
issues. The group controls the focus 
and pace of the discussions. The 
group meets on Tuesday mornings, 
10am- 12 noon, at Thrive’s base in 
Newtown Community Resource 
Centre in Newtown, Stockton-On-
Tees. The centre is accessible for 
local people living in a 
disadvantaged area, where many 
people have limited employment 
opportunities. 

The project was funded for eighteen 
months from November 2014 and 
built on previous activities to fill a 
gap that exists. Local women 
attending a group at Thrive’s 

 
previous base in Thornaby wanted to 
develop their volunteering activities 
further. The need for employability 
support and advocacy was identified 
through Thrive’s wider work with 
local people.  

“We are doing a Comic Relief project 
on benefit sanctions and through 
conversations with people that have 
been sanctioned, we realised that 
things like a claimant commitment, 
conversations with a work coach 
advisor, the number of sanctions for 
infringements was high. We heard 
women’s fears of going to the 
Jobcentre, their fears of having to 
take up a job when really they wanted 
to be a stay-at-home Mum, so the 
project developed from that.” (Project 
staff)   

 

Thrive - What Women Want 



THRIVE - WHAT WOMEN WANT |  ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY  2 

 

 

Main findings 

 Through their engagement with 
the project, local women are 
improving their social links and 
ties, and reducing their 
emotional and social isolation. 
The group engenders a sense of 
community belonging. 

 By working with and for the local 
community, the project is 
providing a range of ways for 
local women to contribute to 
project design and delivery that 
are proportionate and 
appropriate. As a result local 
women are able to set the pace 
and focus of each session and 
are satisfied with the amount of 
‘collective control’ they have.  

 The women’s group consists of a 
core group of volunteers, who 
are also beneficiaries. The 
volunteers provide peer support 
in a group setting and have 
taken collective action on a 
number of political issues, 
demonstrating collective 
control. 

 The project is providing 
volunteering opportunities at a 
number of levels, with several 
volunteers working in key roles, 
such as leading on social media, 
writing blogs on project 
activities, and working alongside 
paid staff to help facilitate group 
sessions and deliver some one-
to-one employability support. In 
this way volunteers are providing 
collective control.   

 The project is making good use 
of social media to showcase 
collective action, including 
creating online pieces for a 
community radio station, 
YouTube clips, an active website 
and Facebook page and articles 
in the local and national press.  

 The progression of beneficiaries 
into volunteering roles provides 
additional capacity but works 
best alongside paid staff. For 
example, project staff continue 
to provide focused one-to-one 
employability support and 
advocacy support for some 
beneficiaries.  

 The project has plugged a gap in 
local service provision, providing 
a free women’s group delivered 
in a format and at a pace that 
suits its client group.    

 

Who is involved?  

The project manager and project 
worker are paid staff. The project 
manager leads on monitoring 
activities for People’s Health Trust. 
Volunteers perform key roles, 
ranging from leading on social media 
to working alongside paid staff to 
help facilitate group sessions and 
deliver some one-to-one 
employability support. In this way 
volunteers are providing collective 
control.   

The women’s group consists of a 
core group of volunteers who are 
also beneficiaries, and take an active 
role in designing the sessions and 
planning collective action on local 
and national political issues, 
demonstrating collective control. 
These women also provide a high 
level of peer support.   

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

The project has been running for just 
over a year and provides a number of 
volunteering opportunities. One 
volunteer works two days a week, 
leading on social media content to 
help publicise the project, and 
sometimes working alongside paid 
staff to help facilitate group sessions 
and deliver some one-to-one 
employability support. The project 
provides opportunities for volunteers 
from the women’s group to discuss 
their views on a local community 
radio station, Ignition1.   

“On a Tuesday morning I tape some of 
the women’s discussions and edit 
them on my laptop, cut it together 
and send it off to the radio, that’s my 
job.” (Volunteer) 

“We wanted to do the radio slot as we 
didn’t want to come across as 
preaching, we wanted to do it 
informally through a conversation. So 
its ordinary women, in ordinary 
accents, people can connect with it.” 
(Volunteer)  

The social media volunteer also 
maintains the project’s Facebook 
page2, tweets about project 
activities, and posts video clips on 
YouTube.  

Another person volunteers for the 
project one day a week, writing 
blogs on recent and upcoming 
activities. In this way the project is 
offering volunteers the opportunity 
to take collective control for aspects 
of the project. One volunteer has 
secured external funding from a local 
not-for-profit company, Attic Online 
CIC, to enable her to do this3.    

The majority of volunteers are also 
beneficiaries. 

“The volunteers are also still 
beneficiaries, they each have a 
personal development plan, but they 
are leading on more now...generally it 
is positive and moving forward, some 
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of them had never been out of 
Stockton before.” (Project staff)   

 

The women’s group provides 
opportunities for women to build 
social links and ties and develop a 
common purpose, helping them to 
see past their own problems, and 
promoting civic engagement. 

“We wanted them to get together as a 
group of women and if there was an 
issue that they felt passionate about 
we would move it forward.” (Project 
staff) 

“I have been to a couple of the coffee 
mornings on a Tuesday…We did a 
Gogglebox thing last week, we 
watched politics from the House of 
Commons and discussed it….It was 
about equality in the workplace for 
women, the living wage going up. It 
was interesting because they were 
talking about getting women into 
work and I argued the point because 
not all women get help with childcare 
costs. We sat in a group and 
commented on the different issues 
that came up.” (Beneficiary) 

The women’s group seeks to 
empower local women to take 
collective action on local and 
national political issues, particularly 
around themes linked to the social 
injustice, employability, debt and 
economic disadvantage agendas. 
For example, the women’s group 
visited Ignition radio and had a 
weekly slot during November and 
December 2015, where their views 
on a range of topics were aired. 

Topics included: ‘Women in the 
Media’, ‘women with children’, ‘the 
gender pay gap’, ‘abuse in care 
homes’, ‘should you get in debt for 
Christmas’, ‘budgeting’ and ‘money 
management’.  

“It’s about speaking up and building a 
group to pull each other up and tackle 
poverty…The women’s group 
encourages local women to get 
involved in local politics. Before they 
came here they would never have got 
involved, it’s building up confidence.” 
(Volunteer) 

“It’s giving a voice to people who feel 
powerless.” (Volunteer) 

Project staff support the women’s 
group to explore their views and act 
as interviewers, whilst the social 
media volunteer records and edits 
the content before sending it to the 
community radio station. YouTube 
clips are also made of the content to 
increase accessibility.  

“The core topics are confessions of a 
job-seeker, poverty etc. We tend to 
have a topic per week or month, 
linked to the radio sessions, we ask 
the group what they want to talk 
about and then put it on the radio and 
someone might write a tweet or 
article.” (Project staff) 

In this way the project is providing 
opportunities for local people to 
develop a sense of belonging in their 
local community, by speaking out on 
community issues. 

“It gets the women speaking up and 
practising speaking for public events. 
It’s a group discussion, [the project 
manager] asks most of the 
questions….so it’s a half-hour slot of 
questions and discussions.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project therefore supports the 
women’s group to build their 
confidence in public speaking 

initially in an informal, familiar 
setting. The project then encourages 
volunteers and beneficiaries from 
the women’s group to organise 
inputs for public events such as 
hustings events for the local 
elections4.    

“It’s been good in engaging people in 
local politics, we had the hustings 
event last year…The candidates each 
give a three minute speech and then 
local people ask questions pertinent to 
their lives…We asked people to write 
down their questions and we chose 
the questions from that, on sanctions, 
poverty, asylum seekers, stigma, we 
had a good range of questions.” 
(Volunteer)  

“I went to meet the Bishop of Whitby 
with [the project manager] and he 
gave us a cue card on what we should 
do for a smooth running evening, 
because he has done events like this in 
the past…They all went really well. 
It’s our event, you play by our rules.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project has also provided 
opportunities for volunteers and 
beneficiaries to represent their views 
in the national press and on national 
television. For example members of 
the women’s group have been 
featured on ‘Inside Out’ on the BBC, 
and in articles in The Guardian. The 
project has also featured in the local 
press, on Teesside News and in the 
local Gazette. 

The women’s group is promoted as 
an informal coffee morning, and 
offers opportunities for local women 
to build social links and ties..  

“There was a need for women to get 
together and share information, we 
know that women feel isolated at 
home.” (Project staff) 

“I wanted to get to know new 
people…to get a new perspective on 
what’s going on. If you just sit at 
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home your problems can magnify.” 
(Volunteer) 

In this way the group promotes 
collective control, by encouraging 
peer support and befriending. 
Volunteers from the women’s group 
also have a role in promoting civic 
engagement, by encouraging newer 
members to vote and engage with 
local consultations and decision 
making processes, such as the 
hustings events.   

The project also provides 
opportunities for women who do not 
want to attend the group sessions to 
take a first step to reduce their social 
and emotional isolation, by 
providing one-to-one support. 
Support is ideally provided at Thrive, 
to encourage people to increase 
their confidence in accessing 
community provision, but can be 
provided at home for more isolated 
or vulnerable people. The one-to-
one support is focused on 
employability and money 
management for people on low 
incomes, tackling issues such as: job 
search, CV writing and preparing for 
interviews; managing debt; raising 
awareness of the interest rates 
charged by doorstep lenders; 
managing bill payments and 
negotiating with the local authority 
about arrears with rent, council tax 
or water; and interacting with 
Jobcentre advisors, particularly 
when benefits sanctions are applied. 
Project staff therefore also 
undertake a small amount of 
advocacy work for beneficiaries 
through this project, and helps to 
reduce financial isolation.  

“A lot of women are referred to us 
who are in debt, who have money 
management problems and are 
experiencing financial exclusion….A 
lot of women who are in debt are quite 
isolated and anxious and depressed 
over it…so they need help to think 

through their options, if they are 
paying high credit loans, and using 
door-step lenders.”  (Project staff) 

“I’ve been applying for jobs and [the 
project manager] has been helping me 
with application forms.” (Beneficiary) 

The project originally envisaged that 
volunteers would deliver more of the 
one-to-one support, but this has not 
been possible owing to the 
complexity of support required.  

“People have a much higher need 
than expected and it would be too 
much to expect a volunteer to unravel 
it all.” (Project staff) 

 

What has the project 
achieved?  

The project has a good visibility in 
the local neighbourhood and has 
established good recruitment 
mechanisms with local 
organisations. Some of the 
volunteers were recruited through 
word of mouth, friends and family.  

“We do door-knocking, we go round 
the community. We also get referrals 
from SWAN; the Stockton Welfare 
Advice Network, and we are also part 
of the network Synergy and the local 
financial inclusion group. We also get 
quite a lot of referrals from the Service 
Navigator, which is the GP referral 
system. Some women present to the 
GP or Service Navigator with a lot of 
anxiety or depression, and the Service 
Navigator might refer out to us.” 
(Project staff) 

“We did a leaflet drop and the 
volunteers put posters up in local 
schools, shops, food banks, Citizen’s 
Advice, a community café, anywhere 
we can! It goes on social media, 
Facebook.” (Project staff) 

The project has achieved collective 
control through several volunteers 
performing discrete project tasks, 
such as leading on social media and 
blogging. Volunteers also provide 
additional capacity to help facilitate 
group sessions and assist project 
workers in delivering one-to-one 
support in a small number of cases. 
In this way the project has supported 
the personal development of 
volunteers to hone their organising, 
social media and reporting skills, 
enhancing their employment 
opportunities for the future by 
providing work experience. One of 
the volunteers is also a Thrive 
trustee. The volunteers also lead on 
publicity and awareness raising 
activities: 

“I went out to food banks with [the 
project worker] handing leaflets 
out…Initially I was job-shadowing and 
now I have a sense of what Thrive is 
all about I am putting it out there on 
social media.” (Volunteer) 

The project has achieved an 
appropriate level of collective 
control through volunteers from the 
women’s group taking a lead to 
organise collective action on local 
and national political issues. Six very 
committed volunteers form the core 
of the women’s group, attending the 
weekly sessions, with some 
additional beneficiaries attending a 
larger monthly meeting, but all 
sessions are open to all.  

“We sat round the table and said ‘how 
shall we do it?’.” (Project staff) 

“Through Thrive you have a voice and 
you get heard in meetings, you get to 
meet politicians and councillors who 
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are making the decisions on things 
you don’t feel you have a say on.” 
(Beneficiary) 

Volunteers from the women’s group 
have input to four hustings events, 
but only one of these counts towards 
People’s Health Trust targets, as it 
was delivered in Stockton North. 
(The other hustings events were 
outside the target area, taking place 
in Stockton South, Middlesbrough 
etc.). The women’s group have also 
spoken at a number of events, 
including a ‘Dole Animators’ event, a 
‘Poverty Experts’ event in Bradford 
in November 20155, and an event on 
sanctions organised by Stockton 
Advice Network. 

“The women in our group helped 
support that and facilitate it.” 
(Project staff) 

“I cornered all the politicians [at the 
hustings event] and I have been on 
BBC Radio Tees about the benefits 
cap and the bedroom sanctions, 
absent fathers, power companies. I’ve 
been on an ‘Inside Out’ programme 
about the benefits sanctions and I’ve 
also been on ITV news when they 
brought out the mini budget.” 
(Beneficiary)    

“We’ve been on Radio 4, BBC Tees; 
discussing being carers for our 
grandchildren, this has all sprung 
from Thrive…We were on ‘Inside Out’, 
discussing how Thrive takes on high 
cost lenders….We went to a 
conference in London with Jessie 
Jackson, [the civil rights activist], I 
asked Jessie Jackson how you 
overcome apathy...We showed the 
little man can take on an issue and 
win.” (Volunteer) 

The volunteers’ achievements are 
discussed at the women’s group to 
encourage civic engagement. 

“Last week some of them spoke about 
the red doors issue on BBC Tees. I can 

always rely on the volunteers to speak 
out, and then we will feed it back to 
the wider group, so we will talk about 
some of the issues they spoke about.” 
(Project staff) 

“We now know a few people can take 
an issue and get a result, take an issue 
through the pipeline to the 
government. You don’t have to have 
money, you can be Joe Bloggs and 
have a voice.” (Volunteer)  

“We did a clip for YouTube about 
Benefits Street that was well 
received.” (Volunteer)   

The women’s group also 
demonstrates collective control 
through the volunteers providing 
peer support and befriending for 
new members. The women’s group 
is very informal; whilst the project 
manager and project worker are 
actively involved, the core group of 
volunteers set the pace and focus of 
group discussions.  

“It’s helped me because I pass on tips 
to other people, I tell them what I do, 
how to budget and how to buy things 
on offer etc. by encouraging other 
people it might make a difference to 
other people in my position.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“People might come along and say 
‘I’ve got problems with the Jobcentre’ 
or ‘I’ve been sanctioned’ and we’ll give 
them support.” (Volunteer) 

“We show we value each other and try 
to give each other the confidence to 
do what we want to do…the likes of 
us we’ve only got each other.” 
(Volunteer)  

“It’s like a family, the women’s 
group.” (Volunteer) 

 

 

The project is therefore reducing 
social and emotional isolation at a 
number of levels. In addition to the 
group support, the project also 
provides one-to-one employability 
support for people who do not wish 
to attend the women’s group, 
supporting beneficiaries to take the 
first step in engaging with the 
outside world. 

“Some people want the one-to-one 
support in their house, which is a 
shame as they see their house as their 
prison and we’ve got to move them 
out of that and reduce their social 
isolation. But to build that 
relationship takes a long time.” 
(Project staff) 

“It is very important, it is emotionally 
supportive. It is helping to build my 
self-esteem because I have been very 
down about things lately. [The project 
manager] listens and it gives you a 
boost. It is very difficult to talk to 
people who are emotionally involved. 
[The project manager] is a marvellous 
listening ear, as well as providing 
practical support.” (Beneficiary) 

“I’ve had one-to-one support which 
helped cut down my bills and 
paperwork, which I’m not good at. 
[The project manager] also got in 
touch with the benefits people for 
me.”  (Beneficiary) 

The project is therefore achieving a 
range of soft outcomes that are not 
picked up by their formal People’s 
Health Trust targets, which focus on 
moving people into work.  
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“Nine times out of ten we move 
women along, but I can’t say we move 
them into work, it could be 
volunteering…so going to the market, 
the library, they can be big things but 
aren’t in our outcomes.” (Project 
staff) 

The project is empowering and 
increases volunteers and 
beneficiaries’ confidence and sense 
of belonging to their community. 
The project helps people establish 
common ground and develop a 
sense of community belonging by 
attending a regular activity. In this 
sense the project is promoting 
collective control. 

“Thrive gave me the confidence to 
speak up for myself and other people 
in my position, it empowers you…It 
helps you to destress, because when 
you are stressed and struggling to 
make ends meet, you feel you are the 
only person in that situation. But 
through Thrive you meet other people. 
You feel supported, because when you 
go to the group everyone supports 
each other. Everyone listens to each 
other’s stories and we help each other 
out. It’s that sense of community, 
bringing the community back together 
again.” (Beneficiary) 

“Now you have the confidence that 
you know if you want to do something 
you can take action, you have the 
confidence, you know it has been 
done before.” (Project staff) 

“It builds their confidence; everyone is 
a lot more active in speaking out than 

they used to be. The group lift a 
weight of each other’s shoulders, 
whether it’s a family problem or 
something to do with the bigger 
picture.” (Volunteer) 

Several participants had been 
referred to the project by word-of-
mouth, and some had previously 
attended activities at Thrive. The 
group provides a forum for local 
people to develop new friendships 
and increases beneficiaries’ quality 
of life. 

“It’s about being a woman and not 
being seen as a wife or a 
Mum…getting skills and support for 
your problems.” (Project staff) 

“It puts your family problems at a 
lower ebb, rather than being priority 
number one, because you know you’re 
not doing it all on your own, someone 
else is going through it as well. If we 
feel other people can learn from it, we 
use each other as a sounding board. A 
lot of people have depression, so we 
might know someone who can help 
them so they aren’t on their own.” 
(Volunteer) 

The advocacy work helps to engage 
some of the most isolated local 
people who need support in 
interacting with mainstream service 
providers.  

“It’s very important because [the 
project workers] know how to talk to 
them [the Jobcentre] and they will 
listen to them [project workers]. They 
won’t listen to us.” (Volunteer)  

“It’s like having an advocate there, 
because you get nervous.” 
(Volunteer) 

The advocacy work has been 
empowering for some volunteers. 

“Now through the women’s group you 
know what to say to the Jobcentre 
because you know what you are 
entitled to.” (Volunteer)  

What has worked well? 

 Providing opportunities for 
beneficiaries to become 
volunteers in ways that are 
appropriate and proportionate. 
 

 Giving beneficiaries and 
volunteers collective control to 
plan and deliver collective action 
which raises community 
awareness of local and national 
political issues affecting people 
living on low incomes. This 
approach is helping beneficiaries 
develop a sense of belonging in 
their community and raising 
community awareness of the 
importance of voting in local and 
national elections.   
 

 Reducing social and emotional 
isolation and improving 
volunteers’ and beneficiaries’ 
quality of life and emotional 
health. 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 The project has been running for 
just over a year and has 
experienced on-going challenges 
around engaging new members. 
This was partly due to the 
organisation moving location 
and staff changes in the early 
stages of the project, and a lull 
after the Christmas break. The 
post-coding approach has 
caused difficulties as it covers a 
very small geographical area. 
The project is therefore funding 
some beneficiaries from outside 
People’s Health Trust target area 
with its core funds. The project 
has an active social media 
presence and publicises the 
project in many local venues, 
including shops and schools, to 
attract new members.  At the 
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time of the visit the project was 
trialling arts and crafts sessions 
to try and engage new members. 
 

 Although the project has a 
strong core group of volunteers 
and beneficiaries, it has 
struggled to retain some 
members. Some women 
preferred ongoing one-to-one 
support rather than progressing 
into group sessions and several 
women had accessed the project 
whilst in crisis and then moved 
on. The project continues to 
recruit for new members and 
encourages all beneficiaries to 
join the women’s group.  

  

 Determining an appropriate and 
proportionate level of collective 
control for volunteers can be 
difficult. The project overcame 
this by focusing volunteers’ 
inputs on specific activities such 
as social media publicity, 
awareness raising and planning 
and delivering collective action 
linked to local and national 
politics. The project had 
originally envisaged that 
volunteers would provide one-
to-one employability support 
and advocacy for newer 
members, but in practice this 
continued to be led by paid staff. 
Paid staff are therefore spending 

more time on the project than 
was originally costed for and the 
shortfall is being met by Thrive’s 
core funds and some Money 
Mentoring6 match funding. 

The future 

The volunteers and beneficiaries are 
committed to carrying on their 
activities to help sustain the project. 
The project also plans to build its 
social media presence further, for 
example by developing anonymised 
case studies on benefit sanctions.   

 

Endnotes 

1  Ignition radio is Stockton’s online 
community radio station, launched 
in 2015 
http://www.billinghamcommunityne
wspaper.co.uk/ignition-radio-
launches-as-stocktons-community-
radio-station/    
http://www.ignitionradio.co.uk/Hom
e/  

2 Thrive Teesside 
https://www.facebook.com/thrivesto
ckton 

3  Attic Online CIC is a Community 
Interest Company based in Newtown 

4 A hustings event is a meeting 
where election candidates or parties 
debate policies and answer 
questions from the audience. A 
guide to hustings events is available 
on The Electoral Commission 
website 
http://www.electoralcommission.org
.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/1059
46/sp-hustings-rp-npc-ca.pdf 

5  ‘The Roles We Play: Recognising 
the Contribution of People in 
Poverty – An audience with the real 
experts on poverty and welfare 
reform’ featured online:   
https://www.facebook.com/events/1
614300448831262/permalink/162461
5544466419/ 

6 Further information on Money 
Mentors is available online 
https://www.moneyforlifeprogramm
e.org.uk/get-involved/money-
mentors/ 
Further information on Money 
Mentoring at Thrive is available 
online http://www.thrive-
teesside.org.uk/index.php/need-
help/money-management 
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