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Executive Summary

Justlife’s Social Connection Project in Brighton aims to help people moving from
homelessness overcome barriers through community-based initiatives, including befriending,
Peer Support Groups and a Community Activities programme. Over the 2-year evaluation
period, the Social Connection Project has supported 87 people and engaged 43 volunteers.

This evaluation found clear evidence that the project has enabled beneficiaries to feel more
socially connected, improved their confidence and resilience, improved their physical/mental
health and reduced the risk of beneficiaries returning to homelessness (e.g. due to managing
their tenancy better). Beneficiaries also positively rated the support provided by volunteer
befrienders. Volunteer befrienders also valued the training/support provided by the project and
highlighted that they had also experienced some, limited, positive outcomes.

It was clear from beneficiaries’ and volunteer feedback that positive outcomes were often
linked to the wider support Justlife provides e.g. through their Health Engagement Project.
That said, both beneficiaries and volunteers felt the Social Connection Project filled a clear
gap in support, and acted as a ‘safety net’ for individuals, preventing them from ‘falling through
the gaps’ back into crisis (including a return to homelessness) whilst waiting from support from
other services or whilst other services reduced their support (as individuals found themselves
‘securely’ housed). Given the clear ongoing need for the Social Connection Project, and
based on the positive impact secured to date, Justlife should aim to secure ongoing funding
for the project as they approach the end of the current Henry Smith grant.

The evaluation also commends Justlife’s effort to continue developing and improving the
Social Connection project. For example, as part of Justlife organisation-wide focus on ‘good
endings’ to support, project staff have introduced changes to help individuals transition away
from the project’s support in a sustainable way, and, in response to beneficiary feedback,
have developed two new peer groups, a Women’s Group and an LGBTQ+ Peer Group.
Where capacity allows, Justlife should continue to adapt and develop the Social Connection
Project in line with beneficiaries changing needs, based on what beneficiaries want/ask for.
They should also continue to monitor the need for, and impact of, new developments,
including the new LGBTQ+ Peer Support Group.

This evaluation has identified several areas where monitoring and evaluation processes could
be strengthened. The Social Connection Project should use Likert scales (or similar) to allow
project staff to understand both the scale of change, and the change over time. This could
also enable project staff to understand e.g. what project activity has the greatest positive
impact. The Project also doesn’t follow up with beneficiaries following the end of support and
as such, there is limited evidence on the lasting impact of the project. The Social Connection
Project should, where possible, follow up with beneficiaries three to six months following
disengagement from project activities, to see if the positive impact seen through the project
continues following disengagement. This would also enable the Social Connection Project to
identify any areas where there is a fall in impact (e.g. in feeling of social connectedness),
which the Project could then address through the transitional support they offer beneficiaries
towards the end of engagement.

The Social Connection Project also has a strong track record of meaningfully involving
beneficiaries in the running of the project. Beneficiaries help decide what activities the project
runs and co-decide (with their befriender) how they will spend their time together. Many
beneficiaries also transition into volunteer roles, either within the Social Connection Project
(either at the Peer Support Groups and/or acting as befrienders) or in the wider co-production
activities Justlife runs. This lived experience involvement has proved invaluable e.g. feedback
from volunteers with lived experience has led to Justlife co-designing a new module for their
volunteer training. The development of the module has not happened yet — this evaluation
would recommend that Justice schedule in this work for as soon as possible.






Methodology

The Bright Ideas Partnership was appointed by Justlife to evaluate their Brighton-based Social
Connection Project, specifically covering the period 15t April 2023 to the 31% March 2025.

Bright Ideas has experience of producing evaluations of projects on behalf of organisations
including Spitalfields Crypt Trust, the 999 Club, the Basement Project and Porchlight. The
Bright Ideas Partnership is a Social Value Pioneer with Social Value UK. Jo Ryan, the lead
evaluator, also has a Masters in Forensic Psychology and Criminology, which covered in
detail qualitative and quantitative research methodologies, and is a member of the UK
Evaluation Society.

In Spring 2025, Jo Ryan, of the Bright Ideas Partnership, and Fran Anderson, Director of
Income and Development at Justlife, confirmed the aims and objectives of the evaluation and
the proposed research methodology. A schedule for completing the evaluation in Summer
2025 was agreed.

The following research has been conducted to produce this evaluation:

Desktop analysis of all documents associated with the Social Connection Project.

Desktop analysis of project expenditure.

Desktop analysis of external research and similar services.

Reviewing relevant quantitative and qualitative data.

Interviews with employees of Justlife who are responsible for managing, fundraising for

and running the Social Connection Project, specifically: Si Campbell, Social

Connection Project Manager; Jo Orpin-Hatton, Network Development Worker and

Community Engagement Worker; and Fran Anderson, Director of Income and

Development.

e Obtaining data on the experiences of project beneficiaries, which included analysis
and review of beneficiary case studies.

e A focus group with 13 beneficiaries was undertaken, to discuss their experiences. This
focus group was recorded, transcribed, and analysed.

e Undertaking one-to-one interviews with three volunteer befrienders, who provide one-

to-one support to matched beneficiaries. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and

analysed.

This evaluation is based on the information provided. If any of the information supplied is
incomplete or inaccurate, the findings of this evaluation may be rendered invalid.

The Bright Ideas Partnership would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone who
contributed to and took part in this evaluation.



Project background and local need

Justlife’s vision is to make people’s experience of temporary accommodation as short, safe
and healthy as possible. Temporary accommodation (TA) is a broad term that describes short-
term housing for people who are homeless while waiting for something more permanent (e.g.
they might have nightly licenses/non-secure tenancies, offering little or no tenancy rights). TA
is often counterproductive to helping those with already precarious lives to resolve their
complex needs. TA is often far from a temporary arrangement — 61% of households live there
for a year or more and some live in TA for decades (Shelter, 2023). Many tenants live in
terrible conditions (e.g. shared squalid bathrooms), with drug dealing, violence and abusive
management practices commonplace.

Justlife has been providing frontline support to temporary accommodation (TA) residents in
Brighton since 2012, helping more than 2,000 people to build confidence and self-esteem,
improve their health and wellbeing, avoid eviction, and move on to more suitable, longer-term
accommodation. The Social Connection Project began as a pilot in Brighton in 2020, pairing
people moving away from TA/homelessness with a local volunteer with the aim of supporting
them in overcoming social barriers, isolation and loneliness. In its first year, the Social
Connection Project created 27 befriending relationships, with 70% of beneficiaries feeling less
isolated due to regular contact as a result, 81% built a stronger social network and 74%
improved their confidence. Between 2020 and 2023 the Project was funded by the Longleigh
Foundation and Brighton and Hove City Council, and during this time engaged a further 69
beneficiaries and 44 volunteers. From April 2023, the Social Connection Project has been
funded by the Henry Smith Foundation, the Nationwide Foundation and the National Lottery’s
Awards for All Fund. This evaluation focuses on this two-year period to determine the impact
of the Social Connection Project in this timeframe and identify any lessons learnt that can be
applied going forward.

In terms of the ongoing need for the project, it should be noted that the current cost-of-living
crisis is, and has been, exacerbating drivers of homelessness (e.g. a shortage of affordable
housing and poverty), leading to an increase in homelessness. This is particularly the case in
Brighton, which has one of the highest costs of living in the South East (Investing Reviews,
2022). The most significant single driver of poverty in Brighton & Hove is the high price of
housing (Citizens Advice Brighton & Hove Cost of Living Update 2025). The impact of this on
homelessness in Brighton is evidenced by the increasing use of TA, which has risen over the
last decade, from 1,000 households living in TA in 2013, to 1,533 now (Brighton and Hove
City Council figures, March 2025). The negative impact of TA is well documented - TA
residents experience deteriorating mental and physical health, higher drug and alcohol use
and increasing social isolation (Shelter, 2023). To make matters worse, TA can also entrench
poverty (almost 90% of people struggle to keep up with the costs of TA) and sever support
networks at a time when people are most likely to need support (Shelter, 2023). The
loneliness that many people in TA experience is also linked to negative outcomes, such as
increased levels of depression, cardiovascular disease, general ill-health and cognitive
function (Courtin & Knapp, 2015). Loneliness also increases the likelihood of mortality by 26%
(Holt Lunstad, et al, 2015).

Even once TA residents have found (or been supported to find) long-term, more secure
housing, issues can still occur. Support is often more limited, and/or newly housed people
choose not to engage with the support on offer (e.g. tenancy sustainment support) due to
mistrust - usually based on previous negative experiences with statutory services (Department
for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024). Even when housed, the issues that led to
people ending up in TA, such as absence of family/friendship ties, poor community inclusion,
poor health and economic exclusion can continue (University of York, 2019). There are also
some indications that moving into a stable and safe environment can lead to the surfacing of
traumas that - until then - people have not had time or space to process (Housing First



England, September 2019). Therefore, it is not surprising that a significant number of people
return to homelessness. Across the UK, 16% of all homelessness applications to local
councils between 2018-2023 were identified as having been previously homeless at least
once before (The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2025). Adding to
this, Crisis and Shelter have shown that around a quarter of those who find a tenancy in the
Private Rented Sector (PRS) after a period of homelessness, are back presenting as
homeless within 18 months (data from 2014, no more recent data available).

As such, social support, like that provided by Justlife’s Social Connection Project, could well
play a key role in the path out of homelessness for people who have experienced
homelessness in Brighton — reducing isolation and improving overall wellbeing and resilience,
supporting people to break the cycle of homelessness.






Project description, outputs and outcomes

Project Description

The Social Connection Project in Brighton aims to help beneficiaries overcome social barriers
and social isolation through community-based initiatives, specifically:

Befriending: Following an initial meeting with the Social Connection Project Manager
(to discuss an individual’s circumstances, needs, interests/hobbies, and preferences of
who they would like to be paired with), beneficiaries are matched with a volunteer
befriender. Wherever possible, the Project matches people with shared
interests/hobbies, identities, or life experiences. Befrienders support beneficiaries
through regular one-to-one meetings in the community (for a minimum of 6 months, for
around 1 hour, once a week), which might involve: simply spending time together (e.g.
going for a walk, having a coffee/chat); sharing experiences (e.g. some volunteers may
have lived experience of the issues beneficiaries face); supporting beneficiaries to
identify their strengths/interests; helping research activities in the community that
interest beneficiaries and would benefit their physical/mental health; supporting
beneficiaries to join in with those activities (e.g. by accompanying them, making a plan
of how to get there etc); and, with Justlife’s support, signposting to other local services
they might be interested in.

A Peer Support Group, which provides a safe space for beneficiaries to meet others in
a similar situation, support each other, share wellbeing ideas, and build connections.
The group meets weekly at Justlife’s Community Base, in central Brighton. Each
session runs for one hour and a half, with around 6-8 participants. During the sessions,
participants share their thoughts, feelings and concerns around themes that are
impacting their wellbeing e.g., mental/physical health, housing, relationships, trauma
and identity. Participants listen to each other’s stories, offer ideas, tips and strategies
of how to overcome their issues (often based on their own lived experience), and how
to manage in the difficult situations they find themselves in. Beneficiaries also share
stories of positive change (e.g., how they moved away from TA into something more
permanent) — giving hope to those newly placed in TA/feeling ‘stuck’. The group
session is followed by an optional social session, where participants can play board
games, do arts and crafts, talk/connect with others informally, and access one-to-one
support with the team, including support to search and apply for workshops, courses or
volunteer roles.

In year 2 of the evaluation period, the Social Connection Project launched two new
peer support groups, a Women’s Group and an LGBTQ+ Group, to ensure more
inclusive and tailored support.

A Community Activities programme (called the Living Well Programme) which offers a
programme of community-based activities (around 2/3 activities per month), wellbeing
workshops, walks in the Sussex countryside, creative activities, events and trips to
provide beneficiaries with the opportunity to meet new people, have new
experiences/learn new things, enjoy themselves, build their resilience and further
create social connections. The activities programme is developed together with
beneficiaries, who share their ideas for activities/workshops.

The SCP team holds regular one-on-one meetings with beneficiaries, aimed at
removing barriers to engagement, supporting the development of person-centred
wellness strategies, and helping beneficiaries connect with community activities,
groups, and other support services. Transitional support is also provided to assist
beneficiaries as they near the end of their journey in the project, enabling them to exit
safely/positively, which typically occurs 18 months after securing permanent
accommodation.

At the project’s heart are the voices of people living in TA. Justlife have engaged beneficiaries
in all aspects of the project (e.g., design, delivery, evaluation). e.g., the Peer Support Group



was established in response to beneficiaries’ request for more social connection, beneficiaries
have been involved in staff recruitment processes and the Women’s Support Group was
established following feedback from women involved in the project. Beneficiaries are also
supported to get involved in Justlife’s wider participation projects e.g., their Lived Experience
Advisory Panel or Justlife’s lived experience led-research project.

A great deal of time goes into recruiting, training and supporting volunteers too. All new
volunteers participate in Justlife’s bespoke training programme, which includes online
modules, group sessions (including Q&A with experienced volunteers), and an assessment at
the end to reinforce learning. The SC Project team also provide additional and bespoke
training and support to volunteers with lived experience, such as those who have transitioned
from clients to volunteers. This includes co-produced plans relating to their transition,
guidance on how to communicate this to their peers, and extra one-to-one sessions,
especially in the early days of transition and when they commence volunteering. Once
matched with a befriendee, volunteers receive regular one-to-one with the SC Project
Manager, receive monthly reflective practice (where they can share the impact of the role on
them in a psychologically safe environment) and can attend bi-monthly social meet-ups to
connect with other volunteers, and share their experiences e.g. over tea and cake, or whilst
going for a walk. The SC Project Manager has also supported volunteers with application
forms, interview practice and completed references for jobs and academic studies.

Finally, it should be noted that the Social Connection Project does not work in isolation. So,
whilst the Social Connection Team do offer practical support to beneficiaries (e.g. providing
advice/guidance to help beneficiaries maintain their accommodation and referring them to
other support services), beneficiaries with higher level needs are often supported by Justlife’s
Health Engagement Project, which offers intensive one-to-one support to allow people in TA
to improve their physical and mental health, address their wider issues and improve their
housing situation. The Project also works with other charities e.g. Southdown, CGL and
Safehaven to offer activities to their clients and to address issues/prevent evictions.

Project Outputs and Outcomes

The original Henry Smith bid outlined a three-year target for the Social Connection Project to
enable 120 people moving away from homelessness to build a stronger social network, feel
less isolated, improve their mental health and resilience, and improve their ability to manage
their tenancy/accommodation. The specific outcomes were that:

e 85% of beneficiaries will report improvements in their social networks/relationships and
local support.

70% will report being less socially isolated.

70% will report improved mental health.

60% will report an increase in their resilience.

40% will be better managing their tenancy/accommodation.

Over the 2-year evaluation period, the Social Connection Project has supported 87 people (64
people in year 1, 54 people supported in year 2, of which 23 were new beneficiaries).
Assuming a similar number of new beneficiaries in year 3, they are on course to work with 110
people, just short of the 120 overall target. Over the 2-year evaluation period, the Social
Connection Project has engaged 43 volunteers (engaging in 40 befriending matches). In
terms of beneficiary outcomes:

e Inyear 1, 76% of beneficiaries reported experiencing improvements in their social
networks and relationships, as well as receiving more local support. In year 2, this
increased to 81%, still a little short of the 85% target.

e Inyear 1, 90% of beneficiaries reported being less socially isolated after receiving
support. This increased to 100% in year 2, significantly higher than the 70% target.
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In year 1, 71% of beneficiaries reported experiencing improved mental health, which
increased to 81% in year 2 (again, higher than the original target).

In year 1 56% reported an increase in their resilience, and in year 2, 53% reported an
increase in their resilience. This is lower than the original target of 60%.

Across the 2-year evaluation period, 59% of beneficiaries reported that they had
reduced the risk of returning to homelessness due to managing their tenancy better
(significantly higher than that the original target of 40%). Supporting the impact of this
outcome, during the two-year evaluation period only two people have lost their
accommodation (after abandoning rehab placements), no other SCP clients have been
evicted.
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Project spend

This evaluation spans the two-year period from the 1st April 2023 to the 31st March 2025. The
main funders in this period were the Henry Smith Foundation, the Nationwide Foundation and

Awards for All, with income totalling £171,425. A detailed breakdown of expenditure can be

seen below:

Social Connection Project Manager 31,467 34,376
Peer Support Facilitator/Community Engagement Worker 8,535 13,618
Community Engagement Worker 350 4,200
Activities Coordinator 14,391 0
Lived Experience and Participation Lead 0 120
Direct Line Management of Social Connection Project Manager 3,515 3,250
Staff Support Costs (e.g. database license, external supervision, IT

costs, mobiles and training) 5,293 3,575
Direct project costs (workshop facilitation costs, events/activities

costs, volunteer costs, travel and subsistence/refreshments) 8,920 7,098
Publicity / PR / Publications / Advertising 663 0

Contribution to Justlife's overall manaﬁement costs 11,867 12,000

The per beneficiary cost of the project, considering the 87 people supported by the Social
Connection Project is £1,876. The number of Cost Benefit Analyse for befriending services is
limited, however, an analysis of St Vincent de Paul Society befriending services found that for
every £1 spent on support, there is £2.87 of benefits (in terms of reduced costs to the NHS,
improvements of quality of life in beneficiaries, improved labour market outcomes and reduced
cost of social services to the government) (Economic impact of visiting and befriending,
Prepared for the St Vincent de Paul Society, 2015). Research has also identified that the
wellbeing, health and work productivity cost associated with severe loneliness is £9,900 per
person per year (Simetrica, Loneliness monetisation report, 2020). Furthermore, indicating the
kind of costs that have been avoided if the Social Connection Project has reduced the
likelihood of beneficiaries returning to homelessness, evidence shows that people who
experience homelessness for three months or longer cost on average £4,298 per person to
NHS services, £2,099 per person for mental health services and £11,991 per person in
contact with the criminal justice system (Crisis, 2016) . We know that the Social Connection
Project has only had two people leave their accommodation over the two-grant period,
representing 2.3% of beneficiaries. However, we know that across the UK, 16% of all
homelessness applications to local councils between 2018-2023 were identified as having
been previously homeless at least once before (The Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government, 2025). Assuming that 16% would be the expected rate for beneficiaries of
the Social Connection Project, then it would be expected that 13.9 beneficiaries should have
returned to homelessness (without support), indicating that the project has prevented 11.6
people from returning to homelessness. Taking the Crisis figures cited above, this would
mean the Social Connection Project has ‘saved’ NHS and mental health services alone
£74,205, which almost covers the costs of running the Social Connection Project for a year.
As such, the evaluator has concluded that the per beneficiary cost, and the overall cost of
running the Social Connection Project, is likely to represent good value for money.
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Assessment of impact

External Evidence

It is widely recognised that while housing is a key part of the solution to homelessness, holistic
approaches are needed to meet beneficiaries’ social, emotional and psychological needs
(Homeless Link, 2022). That said, there is very little evidence available on the impact of
wellbeing or creative activities on repeat homelessness, although wider benefits can be seen.
For example, studies have demonstrated that beyond health outcomes, factors such as
feeling safe, connected to others, and feeling included within society are key predictors of
wellbeing in the homeless population (Thomas and Gray, 2012). Qualitative data shows that
engaging in social activities alongside retaining a sense of purpose are consistently linked to
wellbeing in recently housed populations (Dunleavy et al., 2014). Furthermore, a recent
evaluation of an initiative in Plymouth offering a Saturday morning drop-in service for rough
sleepers and those in emergency accommodation found offering recreational activities,
including art sessions and board games, anecdotally found that these sessions were a
welcome distraction from everyday concerns and stimulated rich conversations around life
experiences, worries and hopes (Paisi et al, 2023).

Similarly, there is little evidence available regarding the impact of befriending support on
reducing incidences of repeat homelessness. However, there is wider evidence of the impact
of befriending. An evaluation of the St Vincent de Paul Society’s volunteer visitor and
befriending service (covering 10,000 volunteers making approximately 420,000 visits) found
this support improved mental health and enabled individuals (including the elderly, homeless
people, people with criminal convictions, refugees and people struggling with mental health
issues) to better navigate ‘the system’ (Economic impact of visiting and befriending, Oxera,
2015). An evaluation of an end-of-life befriending service found that quality of life and
perception of social support (i.e. a reduction in loneliness) were all improved, and that people
who live alone and are male may be more likely to benefit (Evaluation of the End of Life Social
Action Fund, International Observatory on End-of-life Care, Lancaster University, 2016).
Furthermore, an evaluation of Neath Port Talbot CVS and Bridgend Association of Voluntary
Organisations’ Community Companions befriending service found a significant reduction in
loneliness (as measured by the Campaign to End Loneliness’ Measurement Tool), which was
reflected in beneficiaries’ perceptions of the impact of the scheme on their loneliness with 89%
agreeing or strongly agreeing that the befriending support had helped them feel less lonely or
isolated. Similarly, the evaluation found significant improvements in wellbeing scores
(between baseline and final questionnaires using the Warwick and Edinburgh Mental Well
Being Scale (WEMWEBS)), bringing the median score value out of the ‘low mental wellbeing
category’ as determined by NHS direct. Beneficiaries were also asked about their self-
confidence and whilst 85% of beneficiaries reported that they felt that Community
Companions had improved their self-confidence, only 50% reported an increase in how often
they had been feeling confident as measured by the WEMWBS item (Community Companions
Evaluation Report, Swansea University, 2020). Finally, a meta-analysis of studies of
befriending implemented internationally across a range of populations considered to be
vulnerable to social isolation (including individuals with physical health or mobility problems
and people experiencing mental health problems) found that whilst the evidence base for
befriending is limited, they found a small positive effect for combined primary outcomes,
including quality of life, loneliness and depression. This meta-analysis did highlight individual
studies which have reported that befriending increasing community participation and fostering
new skills, increasing numbers of social contacts and offering volunteers opportunities to
enhance their personal growth whilst supporting others. Across all studies reviewed,
increased community participation, positive changes to social networks and mood were the
most frequently reported outcomes for befriendees, whilst increased knowledge, new
experiences and opportunities to ‘give back’ were the most reported outcomes for befrienders
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(Psychological and social outcomes of befriending interventions for adults with intellectual
disabilities: A systematic review, Brand et al, 2023).

Therefore, from the available evidence, there are indications that the support provided by the
Social Connection Project has the potential to deliver positive outcomes.

Internal Evidence

To develop an understanding of the actual outcomes/impact of the Social Connection Project,
beneficiary case studies were analysed, a focus group with 13 beneficiaries and one-to-one
interviews with three volunteer befrienders were undertaken.

The below case studies (names have been changed to protect people’s identities) illustrate
how the Social Connection Project has enabled beneficiaries to feel more socially connected,
improve their confidence, address wider issues/challenges and improve their physical and
mental health:

Tina became homeless in 2023 after a prolonged period of mental ill-health issues, including
anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts, self-harming and self-neglect, which led to the loss of
her job and her home. After staying temporarily with friends, she reported herself as homeless
to the council and was placed in emergency accommodation.

The root cause of Tina’s mental health problems is body dysmorphia, leading to her identifying
as trans. This affects her ability to participate in community groups and activities, based on
long-held beliefs that people find her unattractive and won’t accept her because she is trans,
resulting in deep loneliness and isolation, which only got worse when she was placed in
emergency accommodation.

Tina was referred to Justlife by her GP and met with a member of the Social Connection
Project team. Tina expressed interest in being matched with a befriender but was hesitant
about attending group spaces, worrying that people wouldn’t accept her because she is trans.
Not long after the initial assessment, Tina was paired with a volunteer befriender, Molly. Tina
and Molly quickly developed a meaningful friendship, meeting regularly on weekends. This
was especially important for Tina because the services are closed during that time, which
previously meant she had no contact with anyone. Tina enjoyed doing what she described as
“normal things” which made her feel “like a person again”, which helped improve her
confidence and self-esteem.

However, Tina’s mental health deteriorated after several significant life events (including
leaving her job due to a hostile work environment and leaving a toxic relationship), leading her
to struggle with basic self-care and feeling suicidal. Molly raised concerns with Si, Social
Connection Project Manager, who arranged to meet Tina. During this meeting, Tina and Si co-
created a safety plan, including wellbeing strategies and a list of support resources and
helplines. It was also agreed that Si would conduct a weekly welfare call. Although these
interventions proved helpful for a time, it soon became clear that Tina needed more
comprehensive support, which led her to consent that Si could contact her GP surgery on her
behalf. As a result, Tina now sees a mental health nurse weekly, with whom she receives
specialist support, continues to meet Molly every week to do an enjoyable activity and attends
the new monthly Social Connection Project LGBTQ+ group. She told project staff that “Without
the Social Connection Project’s intervention, | would probably have ended my life”. Tina,
Molly, and Si are now working on a co-produced plan to support Tina in accessing a local
specialist trans and non-binary support service to build a stronger social network, which is
especially important now that Tina is securely housed and is starting her transition away from
the Social Connection Project. Tims says “/ honestly feel optimistic about my future and have
many more reasons to live than to die”.
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Tony arrived in Brighton in 2023 after fleeing domestic abuse from his former partner. He slept
rough for two weeks before finding emergency accommodation, where he felt unsafe and
vulnerable due to his sexuality. He has a history of mental health issues, including suicidal
thoughts and addiction (for which he was in contact with CGL, a drug recovery service). Tony
felt extremely lonely and isolated, with no social network locally, which led him to seek
connections through high-risk activities, including Chemsex parties where he used crystal
meth and GHB. This caused his mental health to worsen and led to his disengagement from
CGL and related recovery groups. Tony contacted the LGBTQ+ Switchboard, who referred
him to Justlife’s Social Connections Project, after which Si (the Social Connection Project
Manager) met him for a coffee to explain the service and assess his support needs. Tony
showed an interest in joining the Peer Support Group. However, his main challenge was
social anxiety, which was identified as a key barrier to participating in group activities. Si and
Tony created a support plan to address this, including showing him around the venue for the
Peer Support Group, familiarising him with the layout, and discussing a safe exit plan if he felt
overwhelmed or anxious. It was agreed that Tony could arrive early on the day of the group
rather than wait outside, to increase the likelihood he would join in. Additionally, regular
meetups were organised between Si and Tony to monitor Tony’s progress and discuss
support needs (e.g. risk-taking behaviour), which led to Si connecting Tony with the Kennedy
Street Recovery Hub, Justlife’s own Health Engagement Project (to address unmet mental
health needs, which were contributing to his drug use) and a referral was made to Terence
Higgins Men’s Group. Si also provided Tony with information about Sexual Health Clinics
where Tony could have an STl test and discuss preventive measures.

Tony and Si also talked about befriending, and it was clear that Tony would benefit from being
matched with a gay man who understood his challenges. He was soon matched with Marco,
who as well as being gay, also had lived experience of mental health issues. Tony and Marco
met regularly for 18 months, going for coffees or walks where they exchanged stories about
their lives and shared wellbeing tips and ideas. “Being matched with Marco has been such a
positive experience; he was non-judgmental and accepting of where | was coming from and
what | was going through”. Over time, Tony also started attending the Peer Support Group
independently, building confidence to share and support others. He said, “being able to help
others boosts my self-esteem”. Although there have been setbacks in Tony’s recovery
journey, he consistently attends recovery-focused groups and engages with his new CGL
worker. Tony has noticed significant improvements in his mental health, citing the structure
the Social Connection Project offers to his week alongside other support as being instrumental
in this positive progress.

Tony moved into permanent accommodation in 2025 and, now that he is settled and stable,
has been working with Asta, the Social Connection Project's Community Engagement Worker,
on a transitional plan away from the support provided by the project. Tony and Asta have
been meeting every six weeks and developing the plan together. Tony wants to explore
learning and volunteering opportunities so that he can use his experience to support others in
their journey away from addiction and homelessness.

Malcolm spent much of his life traveling the world, working as an entertainer in holiday resorts
and speaking four languages fluently. Life was full, fast-paced, and deeply social. But when
Covid hit, everything changed. He lost his job overnight, his mental health deteriorated, and
after his sister died (who he had been living with), Malcolm found himself living in temporary
accommodation in Brighton, isolated, grieving, and adrift. Without the regular rhythm of work
and social connection, Malcolm suddenly found himself doing nothing all day long. His body
slowed, his motivation waned, and his mental and physical health suffered.

Malcolm heard about Justlife’s Social Connection Project from a Justlife volunteer befriender
and decided to give it a try. Although he was initially matched with a befriender, he found part-
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time work as a cleaner, so decided not to take up the one-to-one support. Instead, it was the
Social Connection Project’s peer support and group activities that appealed most to Malcolm
and played a vital role in helping him rebuild his life. The routine, connection, and shared
experiences gave him structure, boosted his confidence, and helped him feel part of a
community. Malcolm says that staying socially active is essential to his mental health: “Being
surrounded by people made me feel more connected. Afterwards, | feel calmer and more
grounded.”

Slowly, Malcolm rediscovered his sense of joy and began reconnecting with his “playful” self.
Recognising his natural ability to bring people together, Social Connection Project staff invited
Malcolm to volunteer to lead group games. He jumped at the opportunity and quickly became
a key member of the Social Connection team. His warmth and humour light up the room and
his gentle, inclusive approach means others, especially those who are struggling, feel seen
and welcomed. Malcolm’s support also allows Justlife staff more time to support those in
crisis, and his joy in helping others is truly infectious.

Today, Malcolm is living in his own flat with a Registered Social Landlord and continues to
volunteer at Justlife’s activities and wellbeing sessions.

Quotes from beneficiaries and volunteer befrienders highlight that the Social Connection
Project helps beneficiaries to feel more socially connected and included:

“I'm very isolated, and it [the Social Connection Project] has made me able to connect with
other people, so | don’t feel so isolated”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“When you move to an area and you know nobody, it’s very...mentally challenging to
actually...go out and start speaking to people. So it [the activities provided by the Social
Connection Project] like an introduction to the world, really. Maybe you go to a workshop, and
think, oh, I'd like to do this, go to evening classes, join a group, that sort of thing. It’s just like
an introduction to other possibilities”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“I look forward to coming here and meeting with people and putting an input in, not just what’s

going on with me, but what’s going on with other people because | think as a group,

community in here, we got to support each other to keep it going. That’s really important”
Beneficiary, focus group

“One of them [my befriendees] in particular, didn’t really have anyone in the local area that
...they could talk to or speak to regularly. So, I think certainly for them,...probably was really
helpful [in terms of feeling less isolated]. And then the other individual did have more people
around locally, but...did say kind of very openly to me that they did feel that meeting regularly
[with me] was...really helpful”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

“IMy support] is really contact...that’s that really is it, you know, to have somebody, an adult,
to be able to speak to, to hear her, to sympathise. | mean that essentially is it, | would say [is
the main benefit].. just to be seen, be heard, be recognised”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

There was positive feedback on the support provided by befrienders:
“IMe and my befriender] just go for a coffee, but that makes just such a huge difference

because you’re socialising, you’re seeing somebody’.
Beneficiary, focus group
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“[We] just having chats at the moment, but he’s helped with a lot, offered to do lots of things,
suggested lots of activities to do”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“IMy befriender helped me] to get back into being with people because my partner, my
boyfriend, died, so | was isolated, and then I didn’t want to do anything. | was grieving, and my
befriender helped me get over, not get over, but live with it. And it’s not the big problem it was
anymore”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“[It’s] just talking, sometimes just talking, you know, some days, if it’s nice day, to go on beach
and have a coffee and just sit and listen to the sea, or, yeah, just builds you up”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“Having a befriender helps me feel less anxious and isolated”.
Beneficiary, focus group

"She [my befriender] made a huge difference. Having someone to talk to and a bit of routine.
Just talk through what | was stressing about at the time.”
Beneficiary feedback

The support provided by the Social Connection Project has also improved beneficiaries’
confidence and trust in others. This is important, as many previously homeless people have
been repeatedly let down by service providers, especially statutory services, so building
confidence and trust in others could well lead to better engagement with wider services, and
as such, improved outcomes for individuals:

“They [Justlife] helped me to get confidence and hope and mainly trust in the community.
Because | have used to have trust issues. | really couldn’t trust people, but after | started here,
when people speak to me, they helped me to gain that trust back in the community so | can
...communicate instead of [feeling] isolation”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“It [Justlife/the Social Connection Project] has helped me to start to build more confidence,
you know, learn about myself, just...all sorts of positive. Some things | just can’t put into
words. | can just keep saying that | wouldn’t be where | am today if wasn'’t for Justlife, I'll just
keep saying it”.

Beneficiary, focus group

It [the Social Connection Project] has helped a lot with my confidence with speaking to
others...so it’s quite therapeutic in a way”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“I feel my life is more organised, and | have developed a sense of self-confidence.”
Beneficiary feedback

“I would like to think that [my support is]...just a bit more of a boost to confidence, to just allow
them to kind of access and attend some of those things that they did want to attend but maybe
couldn’t quite have the confidence for’.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

There was also feedback that indicated the Social Connection Project was having a positive
impact on individuals’ mental health and wellbeing:
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“[Without this support] | think the recovery [from my mental health crisis] would have taken
must longer. [I'd] probably [have a] very unstable mental state. | would just be searching help
from MIND...or the crisis team”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“I suffer from anxiety, so I think this has been a life saver for me because when | compare now
and last year,...coming...here was calming... | think for me this is more...social engagement
[and] myself helping me”.

Beneficiary, focus group

‘[Without this support] | think...I would be still.. just slogging through life rather than living life
and that’s where this comes in’.
Beneficiary, focus group

“Really, it’s a form of recovery because it'd be nice to have some form of normal life. At
moment, | don’t feel like I've got that, and | feel that this support group gives me a bit of
normality”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“I [now] have a good reason to go out - which | have been really struggling with. | think my
self-esteem has improved by being around lovely people.”
Beneficiary feedback

“After many years of ill health and unpleasant housing, the sessions have improved my
mental health, and | have regained myself.”
Beneficiary feedback

Beneficiaries mentioned other outcomes of the Social Connection Project:

“Obviously you meet people [but] going to the workshops and events may lead on to
developing an interest in something that you can carry on with”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“[l was moved into] emergency accommodation, | just had only bed that said nothing else.
Then Justlife helping me to get a microwave, kettle, the things | need. And after that, | started
the social [connection] project. It changes my life completely because from isolation to the
mixing community, learn something new. | observed [Justlife] support workers how helping
community, and | inspired by them, and | started volunteering, and then now | become
healthcare assistant job at hospital’.

Beneficiary, focus group

“Without [Justlife/the Social Connection Project] | probably would be back on the street by
now”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“The two people that I've...completed my befriending relationship with, by the end of their
relationship had, | mean, they were both incredible individuals, and had come on so much in
terms of kind of confidence as well as quite significant changes to their personal lives.
So...both of them had taken on volunteer roles themselves, become involved in various other
different groups, become involved in some kind of peer research. One had taken on part-time
work. They both had moved into permanent accommodation. So there was a lot of growth
over a really, really short amount of time... | think that they would have achieved those things,
whether | was meeting them or not, but | hope, well, | wonder whether having that reqular
contact...allowed them to talk about lots of the changes that were happening, and just kind of
supported them because...there’s a lot of transition, a lot of change, which kind of feel quite
destabilising. So yeah, [my support] may have helped with that”.
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Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

“[With the Social Connection Project/my support] given that it’s the only contact that she has
outside of her children, or anything connected to her children, | honestly think that she would
have ended up going back to a bad situation [involving domestic abuse]’.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

There was evidence of beneficiaries transitioning to become volunteers themselves, showing
the need for, and the value they have placed in, the support provided by Justlife and the
Social Connection Project:

“When [ first came [to Justlife], | was going through a rather bad period in my life. | was that
close to homelessness, and my health declined quite rapidly, and it [Justlife’s support] sort of
built me up. Like | said, | was...living in emergency housing at the time. Since then things
have picked up again. | mean, my health is never going to be the same again. [However] now
I’'m employed...and I'm volunteering here [at the Peer Support group]. It’s great. | love coming
here every week”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“[l had] social anxiety, mental breakdown, so | did a few sessions, and | wanted to be able to
get back into humanity. [l wanted] to meet familiar faces, and [have] social engagement, .. just
because I'm in temporary accommodation at the moment by myself, always indoors, | come
here for something to look forward to, and [I’'m] in the process of becoming a befriender, so
I’'m very excited”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“[For] the two people that | completed the relationship with, the kind of befriending journey
with. They both actually wanted to do the role that |, that I've been doing. So they both were,
like, kind of recognising the importance of that [kind of role in someone’s life], and | think both
then felt quite passionate about providing a similar kind of thing for other people”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

Volunteer befrienders also highlighted that they had valued the training and support provided
by the SC Project, and had also experienced some positive outcomes, although these were
limited:

“I have really enjoyed watching my match grow and develop, and it gives me a great sense of
pride to think what | am doing is actually making a difference”.
Volunteer feedback

“I think volunteering [with the Social Connection Project] taught me a lot about compassion
and resilience. It’s given me a real sense of purpose knowing that | make some difference in
another person’s life”.

Volunteer feedback

“I've volunteered with countless charities over the years, but the training and support I've
received as a befriender with Justlife’s Social Connection Programme has far surpassed
anything I've experienced before. The thorough induction has given me the confidence to be
the best befriender | can be, even supporting someone with a history of multiple traumas. It
was also inspiring to meet other befrienders, hear about their experiences, and ask questions
about the challenges | might face.”

Volunteer feedback

“I've...really valued the kind of privilege of being able to witness somebody go kind of go

through that journey. And | think obviously, with this project, you’re meeting somebody at a
time where they’ve had a lot of change, a lot of which will have been negative, but hopefully,
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you’re seeing them at a point where, often things will really kind of start changing in a more
positive way. So that’s...been a really lovely thing to be able to witness and be part of. And it's
nice to feel involved with the kind of slightly wider local community that | probably wouldn’t
necessarily access otherwise”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

“[Volunteering] has been really good for me because since signing up, | became unemployed,
really unexpectedly, after an injury. So, it got me out the house, you know, when | was
beginning to feel a bit of a wet flannel... | wasn’t able to walk for six weeks...so | was quite
down. So, it was really good to have, you know, [something in the diary] I'm | need to be there
to meet this person. | don’t want to let them down. It just worked out like that. [ was] very glad
to have had it in place”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

“Well, any communication with other human beings is a real learning experience just because
you become aware of the different ways people live and the different problems they have, it
makes you very grateful for what you have. | think...on the whole it’s very positive that I find it
a positive thing to do [and] | hope it’s helping...l suppose | am developing skills, but then |
don’t know how | would use them in any other way’.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

Volunteers interviewed also highly rated the support provided by the Social Connection
Project team. This mirrors feedback from a recent volunteer survey (completed by 15
volunteers) and a volunteer impact day (attended by 8 volunteers) where volunteers reported
feeling well trained, prepared and supported for their befriending roles.

Beneficiaries and volunteers were clear on the ongoing need for the project:

“[There is only] Justlife, | think. There’s nobody else really [for people newly housed], the
council don’t want to get too involved”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“[For people moving on from homelessness, [i.e. no longer at crisis point] that’s often where
people get lost to the system, isn’t it, and that’s how people...could have some more negative
changes, again, if they...had lots of support, and then suddenly they’re just left to their own
devices. And that’s a really vulnerable point for people, and really anxiety inducing when you
suddenly have to...figure out your own housing or sort out bills or do all of those things that
you haven’t had to feel or think about. | don’t think...there are any other local projects that
work in the same capacity as this one”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

“I guess you’ve got big organisations, for instance, like CGL, who are fantastic recovery
programmes. And...work with substance use...and in theory, they do an umbrella, holistic
coverage of all things to do with substance use or whatever. Take that for
example...[however] if somebody self refers there, you're looking at six, seven months, maybe
at least until...you join a group or become part of a process. And you know, that’'s become so
normalised now, hasn’t it? Oh, well, these things take ages. We all know that. But the person
living that life...six days is too freaking long, isn’t it? So something like Justlife where they are
there in between all of those gaps...that’s actually the...bit where people can continue to exist,
where they can grow, you know, and where they can really stabilise. So | think it [the SC
Project] works in all the stuff that gets so left out of so many projects”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

Beneficiaries and volunteer befrienders were asked how the Social Connection Project could

be improved. There were a few ideas for improvements outlined, but mostly these involved of
doing ‘more of the same’:
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“I feel very isolated. So, the actual Thursday and Tuesdays [Social Connection activities]
become important because those are two key days where I've got things happening. But the
rest of the week | struggle. So, I'd like to see...a coffee morning, it'd be nice to see that be
extended throughout a week, like for an extra day or something because a week when you’re
isolated is a very, very long time”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“[Justlife should get] a minibus to take you places... it’s a bit of a way [but there is a place

where you can] go and spend time with horses and stuff. But yeah, it’s a little bit of a trek,

but...we could hire a minibus. If...we had money, that would be a lovely thing to do”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“[They should] support more people.... because nowadays it’'s very hard. Even they’re trying,
they’re not able to support everyone who came for them.”
Beneficiary, focus group

‘IMaybe we could do] group away day, weekends, or a couple of days away, that’s really
important to get to know each other. It's a friendship, it’s a really important thing coming
here....you make a connection, that’s the important thing”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“If we [or Justlife] had loads of money we can go to trips and places, or stately homes or
castles or gardens”.
Beneficiary, focus group

“I think Justlife is just existing as a whole is quite helpful. It’s, | guess, like continuing to, you
know, keep it running and keep it alive”.
Beneficiary, focus group

The ability for Justlife to action any of the above suggestions would of course be limited by the
available resources/funding for the Social Connection Project.
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Discussion and key conclusions

Impact on beneficiaries

This evaluation has found that the Social Connection Project has clear positive benefits for
people moving on from homelessness in Brighton, including improvements in social
connectedness, confidence, physical and mental health, and resilience, which all reduce the
likelihood of people returning to homelessness. It was clear from beneficiaries’ and volunteer
feedback that these positive outcomes were often linked to the wider support Justlife provides:

“I didn’t understand the benefit system....You know, it’s just having that support - like
something came through the post the other week, none of my brain was ready. And then just
being able to speak to my [Justlife] support worker about it brings it all down, settles it, then try
to resolve whatever it is”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“There was an issue with my benefits. This only just been resolved this week. The council took
18 months to get my bidding system up and running. | tried to get in touch with my homeless
retention officer, who disappeared for over a year, apparently he was off sick or something,
and they’ve just finally got my login codes this week. Now I'm finding the prospect pretty
daunting because the system...[my Justlife support worker] has been helping me with it’.,
Beneficiary, focus group

“Having the support just helps. You know,...without my [Justlife] worker, | would have really
struggled to get, like, the funding for the white goods and all that lot....so I'd probably just be
sitting in my bedroom with nothing”.

Beneficiary, focus group

“I don’t know the full extent of what they [Justlife] do, but what | have seen is incredible.
There’s a fantastic amount of support. | mean,...one of the reasons that | haven’t seen her
[my befriendee] last week was because she was with her Health Engagement Worker from
Justlife. He gave her loads of help. It was fantastic”.

Volunteer befriender, one-to-one interview

That said, both beneficiaries and volunteers felt the Social Connection Project filled a clear
gap in support, and was acting as a ‘safety net’ for individuals, preventing them from ‘falling
through the gaps’ back into crisis (including a return to homelessness) whilst waiting from
support from other services (notably mental health services) or whilst other services reduced
their support (as individuals found themselves ‘securely’ housed).

This evaluation also commends Justlife’s effort to continue developing and improving the
Social Connection project. For example, as part of Justlife organisation-wide focus on ‘good
endings’ to support, project staff have introduced changes to help individuals transition away
from the project’s support in a sustainable way (bolstering the support offered by the volunteer
befrienders):

“We have been doing exit work with people from the beginning, you know, it’s not a new thing,
but this is more of a formalised...approach. And it does tie in with lots of work that Justlife
have been doing, but also around trauma informed practices, which is...essential’.

Social Connection Project Manager

“We [have said] that once people are securely housed, we can work with them for up to 18
months. At the initial assessment, we do share that. [The transition support] is quite a gradual
...transition out of the project, so over a period of a few months, .. just making sure people
don'’t feel like they’ve just been dropped...I've been able to help people find volunteer work,
other groups and activities, things like that...just supporting them to access different things in
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the community. So, it’s just kind of making sure it is a healthy ending, and people have...other
support and...things in their community to do”.
Community Engagement Worker

In addition, in response to beneficiary feedback, and demonstrating commitment to providing
spaces for marginalised groups, the Social Connection Project have developed two new peer
groups, a Women’s Group and an LGBTQ+ peer group:

“A Justlife [research] publication highlighting women's experiences of temporary
accommodation and feedback from Social Connection Project women led us to start a
monthly women's peer support space. The group has provided creative activities and health
education opportunities, including discussion and learning about menopause. We have been
piloting an LGBTQ+ peer support space, which came about from feedback from past and
current Social Connection Project beneficiaries and the knowledge that homelessness
disproportionately affects LGB people, especially trans and gender non-conforming
communities”.

Social Connection Project Manager

“I think we just noticed the need for it [the Women’s Group], from the Peer Support
Group...over a period of time, we had some quite, | guess, dominating male characters in the
Peer Support Group. And | think we just...noticed that some women, perhaps...didn’t feel as
safe or as comfortable as they could be. So, we wanted to create a space that was just for
women. It took a little while to get going, but we’ve got a good, probably four or five people
that come ...and we’ve covered things...like women’s health, the menopause and...domestic
abuse. | guess a lot of topics that perhaps some women wouldn’t be comfortable talking about
in a mixed group”.

Community Engagement Worker

“The LGBTQ+ group...so that’s really fledgling. So the background to that...LGBTQ identified
people have said, oh, it'd be really good to have...a group...because often LGBTQ experience
in temporary accommodation can look quite different to other groups. So, you know, people
kind of go back into the closet, or just by virtue of who you are, and maybe in your
presentation, that can be a danger if, for example, you’re a trans woman at the very start
of...gender affirming treatments. So...this year, we decided, let’s give it a go”.

Social Connection Project Manager

Again, this approach to improve and develop the project is very commendable. The Women’s
Group has also received positive feedback from attendees:

“Sharing with other women without any judgment or tensions that could arise in a mixed
environment is so helpful;, we can talk about our real feelings as women. If someone has had
difficult experiences with the opposite sex, they can feel safer to bring them up, and also it
won't alienate men perhaps by discussing sensitive issues”.

Beneficiary feedback

“Purely for the joy of being with other women and shared pampering experiences and support.
As I honestly don't know of many women only places”.
Beneficiary feedback

“I am hesitant to attend some mixed events as | don't want to bump into my flatmate. Having
the women only group has been of great benefit and it means | can still attend Justlife. As a
woman in a difficult mixed house environment, It is important for me to know if | am going to
be safe psychologically’.

Beneficiary feedback

Where capacity allows, Justlife should continue to adapt and develop in line with beneficiaries
changing needs, based on what beneficiaries want/ask for. They should also continue to
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monitor the need for, and impact of, new developments, including the new LGBTQ+ Peer
Support Group.

Furthermore, given the clear ongoing need for the Social Connection Project, and based on
the positive impact secured to date, Justlife should aim to secure ongoing funding for the
project as they approach the end of the current Henry Smith grant.

Lived experience involvement

The Social Connection Project has a strong track record of meaningfully involving
beneficiaries in the running of the project. Beneficiaries help decide what activities the project
runs and co-decide (with their befriender) how they will spend their time together. Many
beneficiaries also transition into volunteer roles, either within the Social Connection Project
(either at the Peer Support Groups and/or acting as befrienders) or in the wider co-production
activities Justlife runs. This can be demonstrated in the below case study:

Ahmed became involved with the Social Connection Project after accessing Justlife’s Health
Engagement Project. Before this, Ahmed had experienced long periods of homelessness and
had been a victim of modern-day slavery, which had a profound impact on his mental health.
Ahmed reported feeling disconnected and isolated from the community, and his experiences
left him mistrusting people. To address this, Ahmed accessed the befriending service

offered by the Social Connection Project, where he was paired with a befriender who shared
his interests. To ensure effective engagement, Ahmed's befriender needed to understand his
trauma and mental health issues, including his triggers (such as loud noises and busy places)
and the strategies to use should Ahmed exhibit a trauma reaction. Ahmed gradually explored
other activities the Social Connection Project offered, and was interested in the wellbeing
activities, which his befriender encouraged him to participate. Although Ahmed felt anxious
and scared, but he found the courage to attend the Peer Support Group. He recently shared
that the group has significantly impacted his life, improving his mental health and helping him
regain trust in others. As Ahmed became more resilient and confident, he became involved in
Justlife's co-production project Common Ambition, where he has been able to use his
personal experiences to improve local healthcare for people experiencing homelessness and
influence systemic change. Ahmed also worked with the project's Community Engagement
Worker to transition from being a client to being a Social Connection Project volunteer, where
he has been supporting the Living Well activities. These experiences helped Ahmed consider
future employment opportunities and decided he would like to work somewhere he could be
instrumental in helping someone else live life to the full, as he is now. As a result, Ahmed
completed two years of study, and now works full time in a health-related role, although still
finds time to volunteer for Justlife, acting as a facilitator for the peer support group.

In total, 20 Social Connection Project beneficiaries have taken up volunteer roles within
Justlife (three who have become SC Project volunteers), with a further 9 taking up volunteer
opportunities with other organisations (with a further two clients accessing employment and
one attending university). Several Social Connection volunteers also have lived experience.
The involvement of lived experience at this level has led to positive outcomes for both
beneficiaries of the Social Connection Project and volunteers themselves:

Asta’s story: “I joined the Social Connections Project at Justlife in 2021, during the early
stages of its befriending initiative. Initially, it was a meaningful way for me to support people
who had experienced homelessness while applying the counselling and trauma therapy skills |
was studying at the time. But very quickly, the project became something much more - it
became a space where | felt seen, valued, and able to grow. As someone with lived
experience, | found that the relationships I built with beneficiaries and staff were not only
deeply impactful but also grounded in mutual respect and understanding. The befriending
work was a two-way exchange - | learned just as much from the people | supported as they
did from me. This sense of community and shared growth naturally led to further involvement,
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first through volunteering with the Peer Support Group, and later through ad hoc paid work
helping to run sessions. Although | had relevant experience from outside roles, it was my time
with Social Connections - and the trust and support | found there - that truly shaped my
progression.

Justlife didn’t just give me a role; it empowered me. It created a space where people with lived
experience are supported to step forward, take ownership, and move on. Now in my paid role
as a Community Engagement Worker, | draw on both my personal and professional
experiences - having seen the project from multiple perspectives: as someone with lived
experience, a volunteer, and now as a staff member. This unique insight helps me connect
more meaningfully with others on their journeys. What makes Justlife stand out is that it
genuinely recognises the value of lived experience and actively creates opportunities for
people like me to grow, contribute, and lead within the community”.

This lived experience involvement has proved invaluable in other ways. A volunteer feedback
day led to feedback about how Justlife train and support Social Connection Project
befrienders:

“There’s quite a few people who have lived experience of homelessness in the volunteer team
[and] one of the things that came out of that was that these volunteers fed back that they felt
like their experience wasn't...fully represented in the [volunteer] training that existed...it was
that people felt like...this is my words...that when they were in the room with people [during
the volunteer training] talking about [homelessness] it was that people almost felt their
experience as a person who’d been homeless and was now a volunteer was somewhat
invisible in the process. It was a very subtle sense of invisibility, but they felt that while the
training was very humanistic and...holistic, there was also a sense of like, we’re talking about
[homeless] people over there, rather than here”.

Lived Experience and Participation Lead

To address this, Justlife recruited volunteers with lived experience to form an Advisory Panel
to review the training processes (volunteers were paid for their time):

“First of all, we had a month and a half where they all went away and reviewed the training
material, so went through it and took loads of notes....We came back together, and we had
two sessions without Si [the Social Connection Project Manager] in the room. And the idea of
that was that...people could get say what they needed to in case there was any critique. But
also, so it could be really from the perspective of a volunteer, without any of that input from the
project perspective. And then once we’ve done that, we brought Si back into the room, and he
kind of brought all his perspectives as a person who’s on the project and some...more
logistical elements to consider. And from that.. .they [the volunteers] decided was that they
wanted to create a whole new module within the training, which was about the experience of
being homelessness, but fully created from the perspective of people who had been
homeless, rather than external views...then we...basically brainstormed what the content
would be, and we created a module outline, and we did a thing where we mapped what
materials Justlife has already made, because, Justlife were very good at making things and
then forgetting about it and moving on. The volunteers themselves had identified that, and
they were like, we actually want to use some of the Common Ambition resources [co-
produced with people with lived experience], some of the research and policy resources. And
then we also identified new content that would need to be made. So, the outcome...is that
they basically designed a kind of a draft for what needs to happen, and then the next stage is
to make it, but that’s a separate project, so that’s the next kind of step”.

Lived Experience and Participation Lead

As well as being useful to Justlife, many volunteers valued their involvement in this work:
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“The people who were involved gave some incredible feedback about their involvement. One
person said...how learning design skills basically had...opened up their sense of what they
might do next because they were moving away from being in the homelessness space...they
were like, this has...opened up my sense of things | could apply for, ways that | could use my
skills. One person said that they felt it...had helped them reframe the fact they’ve been
homeless into something that was actually positive, and helped them feel like they’ve grown
from their trauma”.

Lived Experience and Participation Lead

This work is highly commended and will clearly improve the training Social Connection Project
volunteer befrienders will receive. The development of the module has not happened yet —
this evaluation would recommend that Justice schedule in this work for as soon as possible.

Monitoring and evaluation processes

To monitor and evaluate impact, the Social Connection Project regularly gathers/collates
beneficiaries’ feedback. The Social Connection Project Manager carries out three-monthly
review meetings with beneficiaries to determine their progress. This includes supporting
beneficiaries to share their opinions on the support provided, make suggestions for
improvements, and reflect on their progress in key areas (loneliness/isolation, social networks,
resilience, mental health and ability to able to better manage their tenancy/accommodation).
Project staff also collate case studies (including videos produced by beneficiaries) to evidence
individual impact and also ask befrienders to record the support they provide and the
difference this makes (e.g. around community engagement/social isolation/mental
health/beneficiaries managing their tenancy). Finally, Project staff convene a beneficiary AGM
to discuss what has worked and what hasn’t over the previous year and to ask for suggestions
for potential improvements/changes to the programme.

Whilst this has enabled Social Connection Project staff to identify learning and areas for
development/improvement, this evaluation has noted several areas where monitoring and
evaluation processes could be further strengthened to improve learning. Currently, the
questions around the key outcomes areas ask if beneficiaries have experienced
improvements in these areas, yes or no. There is no way of measuring the scale of the
improvements, limiting the usefulness of the data gathered. This evaluation recommends the
Social Connection Project use Likert scales or similar, which would allow project staff to
understand both the scale of change, and how this changes over time. This could also enable
project staff to understand the relative impact of different initiatives e.g. does beneficiaries’
mental health improve more if they get matched with a befriender, or just attend the Peer
Support Groups? What activity has the greatest positive impact on social connectedness? Etc

The Project also doesn’t follow up with beneficiaries following the end of support and as such,
there is limited evidence on the lasting impact of the project on people’s social
connectedness, mental health, resilience, and ability to manage their tenancy. The Social
Connection Project should, where possible, follow up with beneficiaries three to six months
following disengagement from project activities, using the Likert-style scales recommended
above to see if the positive impact seen through the project continues following
disengagement. This would also enable the Social Connection Project to identify any areas
where there is a fall in impact (e.g. in feeling of social connectedness) following support, which
the Project could then attempt to rectify/address through the transitional support they offer
beneficiaries towards the end of engagement, all to try to bolster/protect positive outcomes
once beneficiaries are no longer receiving support from the Social Connection Project. The
SC Project team are considering utilising peers to undertake these follow up call, as a paid
opportunity.
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Recommendations

This report makes several recommendations:

1.

Given the clear ongoing need for the Social Connection Project, and based on the
positive impact secured to date, Justlife should aim to secure ongoing funding for the
project as they approach the end of the current Henry Smith grant.

Where capacity allows, Justlife should continue to adapt and develop the Social
Connection Project in line with beneficiaries changing needs, based on what
beneficiaries want/ask for. They should also continue to monitor the need for, and
impact of, new developments, including the fledgling LGBTQ+ Peer Support Group.

Volunteers with lived experience leading on reviewing and identifying improvements
for the Social Connection Project volunteer training programme is highly commended
and will clearly improve the training Social Connection Project befrienders will receive.
However, the development of the new volunteer training module, designed by the
volunteers with lived experience, has not happened yet, which should ideally happen
as soon as possible.

Currently, the questions used to measure the key outcomes areas ask if beneficiaries
have experienced improvements in these areas, yes or no. There is no way of
measuring the scale of the improvements, limiting the usefulness of the data gathered.
The Social Connection Project should use Likert scales or similar, to better understand
both the scale of change, and how this changes over time. This could also enable
project staff to understand the relative impact of different initiatives.

The Social Connection Project doesn'’t follow up with beneficiaries following the end of
support and as such, there is limited evidence on the lasting impact of the project. The
Social Connection Project should follow up, where possible, with beneficiaries three to
six months following disengagement to see if the positive impact seen through the
project continues following disengagement. This would also enable the Social
Connection Project to identify any areas where there is a fall in impact (e.g. in feeling
of social connectedness) following support, which the Project could then attempt to
rectify/address through the transitional support they now offer beneficiaries towards
the end of engagement, in order to bolster/protect positive outcomes over the medium-
term.
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