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Executive summary 

1. Introduction  

EMPOWER aims to reduce disparities in learning outcomes affecting disadvantaged learners such as 

vulnerable women, by building employability skills and raising the awareness of their strengths via 

EMPOWER training materials and methodology. 

Supporting these women at risk takes many forms and may be professionally led (e.g. Social 

Workers, Healthcare professionals), but the sector continues to rely on volunteers working with 

vulnerable women to provide much needed support in the fields of self-empowerment, confidence 

and transferable skills. 

EMPOWER intends to develop high quality training materials aimed at Support Workers (paid) and 

volunteers working with vulnerable women so that they can increase their employability, getting 

them out of exclusion from the labour market, entering/returning to work or undertaking further 

training to start up their own business, for example. This kind of training could also encourage them 

to participate as active citizens in their communities and engage economically and educationally by 

accessing/continuing VET experiences.  

In the UK there are a range of individuals (predominantly women) working as Support Workers to 

help women who have faced situations that have made them vulnerable, to move forward in their 

lives including: 

 Asylum seekers or refugees 

 Homeless (or previously homeless) 

 Survivors of trafficking or domestic abuse 

 Survivors of substance abuse 

 Out of prison 

 Mental health issues 

There is a long history of a volunteering culture generally in the UK. For example, 14.2 million people 

across the UK volunteered once a month in 2014/2015 for a variety of causes.1 Women’s support 

organisations have also historically relied a great deal on volunteers as well as a small core of paid 

staff to support women, meaning that volunteers in this area are crucial.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 UK Civil Society Almanac. Volunteering rates and overview. https://data.ncvo.org.uk/a/almanac16/volunteer-

overview/ 



2.  State of affairs  

Profile of support workers (educational background, profession, duties, services provision, 

required skills, etc.) 

Three characteristics that generally feature in a Support Worker’s profile are: 
1) The ability to foster independence amongst people/clients who are being ‘supported’ 
2) Support Workers are generally without professional accreditation 
3) They frequently engage in both social care and healthcare tasks, or wider tasks. Some 

people may need emotional support to get them through a difficult time, whilst others will 
need a more hands-on approach. 
 

Support Workers may also act as a bridge between professionals and service users, facilitating better 
communication.2 
Concerning required skills, a family Support Worker needs: 

 the ability to communicate sensitively and effectively with children and adults; 
 the ability to build good relationships with families that may be unfriendly at first; 
 the ability to help parents develop the skills they need to run their home; 
 a non-judgmental approach; 
 a commitment to supporting people in difficult circumstances; 
 good listening skills, patience and compassion; 
 the ability to stay calm under pressure; 
 good time management and organisational skills 
 a flexible approach; 
 helping people live independently: teaching life skills and helping people live an ordinary life will be 

one of your main goals as a support worker. From teaching people how to budget money and getting 
them involved with the community.  
 
A Support Worker usually has a level 3 qualification, or a lower level qualification combined with 
extensive experience through paid or voluntary work in settings such as children's homes, family 
refuge centres and youth projects. Examples of qualifications might include: childcare, social work, 
health & social care, counselling, youth work and education.3 
 

Available training provision for support workers working with vulnerable groups (focus on 

women) regarding their integration into the society and their access in the labour market 

Some organisations provide induction, support and training in a range of key areas for Support 

Workers to meet the needs of their clients on a regular basis. For instance a company specialised in 

clinical case management, occupational therapy services will provide for its Support Workers 

training including: introduction to working with an individual with cerebral palsy, safeguarding 
adults/children and supporting an individual with an acquired brain injury.4  Some agencies as well 
offer full training packages, support and guidance for its support workers (e.g. the NCA, National 

                                                           
2
 Kclacuk. (2016). Kclacuk. Retrieved 14 May, 2016, from  

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute/scwru/pubs/2008/manthorpeandmartineau2008support.pdf 
3
 Directgovuk. (2016). Directgovuk. Retrieved 11 May, 2016, from 

https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/planning/jobprofiles/Pages/familysupportworker.aspx 
4
 Casemanagementcouk. (2016). Casemanagementcouk. Retrieved 11 May, 2016, from 

http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-training 

http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-induction
http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-training/sw-cerebral-palsy-training
http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-training/sw-safeguarding-adults-training
http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-training/sw-safeguarding-adults-training
http://www.casemanagement.co.uk/support-workers/support-worker-training/5-day-sw-course


Cure Agency). In terms of organisations supporting women specifically, the training provided is ad-

hoc and usually on the job training, due to limited training budgets for these organisations.  

{ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ employability and 

entrepreneurship skills and supporting (mentoring, coaching, counselling etc.) vulnerable 

groups 

Support Workers’ training provided in the UK for working with vulnerable women is tailored 

according to the different needs and issues faced by the different sub-groups of women under the 

category of ‘being vulnerable’. Coaching and training in employability and entrepreneurship is not a 

commonly offered course for Support Workers in the UK and Support Workers are instead expected 

to rely on either referring clients onto other organisations or using others within their support 

network for help and advice.   

In the UK there are a number of organisations working to support women specifically get back into 

employment/support with employability issues:  

 WRW (Why Refugee Women), a British charity (made up of members and volunteers) 

supporting vulnerable women through basic stages for a ‘re-start’ (e.g. providing assistance 

to get prepared for the asylum interview);  

 Mums In Need, a team of experts and volunteers providing psychological, legal and financial 

support for mothers following difficult break-ups with their child’s father, victims of 

emotional abuse; 

 Impact Living, a non-profit organisation working with local community, especially with 

vulnerable people, in Bradford and Sheffield, where the organization is based. It mainly 

offers support in housing, health, employment. 

 WEA (Workers’ Educational Association), the UK’s largest voluntary sector provider of adult 

education. It delivers part-time courses, free of charge or at low cost, for over 74,000 people 

each year in England and Scotland. 

 Crisis, a British charity supporting single homeless people, which offers free coaching service 

to help people in reaching trainings and job goals. 

Policy context in each partner country with regards to training support workers working with 

vulnerable groups 

Support Workers have an increasingly important role across the NHS (UK), social care, independent 

and voluntary sectors, supporting a wide range of health professionals.  

Since 2010/11 in the UK Social Workers have been affected by council cuts on social services staff. 

Extra financial support from Government would enable councils to employ more Social Workers to 

tackle dangerous case-load levels. It would also allow investment in early intervention services which 

are cost effective by helping people early on so their needs don’t escalate.  

Helga Pile, UNISON National Officer for Social Workers said: “Social work staff are crucial to deliver 

care and protection. They are often the only people who can stop vulnerable adults and children 

suffering mental and physical harm, crisis and despair. Yet they are being hampered on a daily basis 

by cuts from this very same Government.”  



The results of unmanageable case-loads and shrinking resources are clear from comments from 

front-line social workers. 

“A third of my team’s staff has been cut, whilst extra work has been passed to the team.  Because I 

am not able to visit and support service users this will inevitably result in them being detained in 

hospital again.  This could have been avoided if I’d had the time.” 

Firstly, national governments must urgently focus on how to provide extra funding to enable more 

manageable working conditions in social work; secondly, effective workload management for social 

work staff should be a statutory requirement in all services; social work services case-loads should 

then be monitored through regular data publication or councils systems for close monitoring of 

workloads. Governments must also do more to publicly promote the value of social work and the 

difference it makes to people’s lives.5 

At present, a Support Worker in the UK has limited opportunities to meet colleagues around Europe 

and to be made aware of how they provide support to groups at risk. On the Internet it is not easy to 

find European Support workers platforms, where they could have the possibility to get in touch with 

Support workers out of the UK, getting new inputs on the best ways to assist vulnerable women.  

Services offered to vulnerable women at present to get back to work or to help with employability 

skills in general are limited. The support aimed at them is more focused on the first stages they have 

to face to enter active life, such as support with health issues, housing and general education. There 

is a lack of assistance in developing employability skills to be more competitive in the labour market 

and appears to be no training directly linked to starting a business aimed at vulnerable women. As a 

result there is limited training available in these fields (employability, entrepreneurship) for the 

Support Workers working with vulnerable women.  

3. Focus Groups Results 

Focus groups were arranged to identify Support Workers training needs in the fields of 

entrepreneurship and employability. Within Support Workers, the target group was further divided 

into Support Workers (paid) and Support Workers (volunteers).  

The content for the EMPOWER OTHERS Training Programme, (workshops and Circles) will be 

developed to reflect the needs discovered during the focus groups in all partner countries (UK, EL, IS, 

LT). 

3.1 Process Overview   

In order to recruit for the two focus groups, an extensive recruitment campaign was undertook in 

the UK, specifically in Sheffield in the region of South Yorkshire. A number of women’s organisations 

were contacted and information was distributed to their networks of Support Workers (both paid 

and volunteers) about the focus groups and proposed date and time. A great deal of word of mouth 

was used to recruit participants to the focus groups as one of the staff members within Inova is also 

                                                           
5
 Unisonorguk. (2014). UNISON. Retrieved 4 May, 2016, from  

https://www.unison.org.uk/news/article/2014/06/cuts-in-social-service-budgets-laid-bare-in-accounts-of-day-in-life-of-
social-workers/ 



a volunteer working with vulnerable women and was able to speak to other Support Workers 

directly about the importance of attending the focus group.  

Leaflets were printed and displayed at the Central Library, The Victoria Hall (where many 

organisations working with refugees, asylum seekers and other vulnerable groups, including a group 

helping people with Alcohol misuse meet regularly). Leaflets were also displayed at charities such as 

Together Women and the Snowdrop Project. Emails were also sent to other local organisations in 

Sheffield such as LifeSkills, Assist, City of Sanctuary, Young Women Housing Project, City Hearts and 

more about the project and available training. 

Information on the EMPOWER project was also included in the Sheffield City Council’s Equality Hub 

newsletters, the Charity North bulletin and the Sheffield Social Enterprise Network bulletin. Social 

media such as Facebook, including the group Hope for Justice was used for dissemination and 

twitter. A tweet was sent to the Third Sector Café, which is a network for third sector organisations 

in Sheffield and this was retweeted to their many followers. 

Information on the project was also disseminated at a third sector café meeting, held at Hallam Hubs 

and at the Volunteer Recruitment Fair organised by Voluntary Action Sheffield, where more than 15 

organisations/charities based in Sheffield had stalls. 

 

Attendees at the Focus Group had to be people who either were employed or volunteered to work 

with vulnerable women. 24 people (12 paid and 12 volunteers) expressed an interest to participate. 

In order to accommodate the two large groups, we hired a large room which was divided into two to 

host two separate focus groups on the same day.  

An observer from Inova took notes during the focus groups. The facilitators (Emma Parry facilitated 

the paid Support Workers group; Nitya Teagarajan facilitated the Volunteers group) led the focus 

groups by writing the main points from participants on a flipchart, making lists and mindmaps to 

illustrate themes as the focus groups progressed. In this way participants were able to see 

facilitators’ notes and to add information along the way. 

The implementation method consisted of answering the pre-defined questions (from the Needs 

Analysis Guidelines) and also sharing points of view in a spontaneous way, leading to an open 

discussion among participants. 

3.2 Focus Group Outcomes  

Focus Groups with Support Workers paid and Volunteers 

On the 19th of April 2016, two EMPOWER focus groups took place at The Snowdrop Project (an 

organization working to support individuals who have experienced human trafficking) Park Head 

House, Sheffield, UK. The two focus groups took part at the same time but were facilitated by two 

different Facilitators in two different rooms. Emma Parry facilitated the Support Workers (paid 

group) and Nitya Teagarajan facilitated the Support Workers (volunteers group). There were a total 

of 12 paid workers (Support Workers) and 12 volunteers (Support Workers). Facilitators began the 

focus groups by introducing the Empower project, its aims and objectives and providing background  

https://plus.google.com/u/0/111791986402195789905?prsrc=4


information regarding the focus group e.g. that a report would be compiled for the project. All 

participants were reminded that the content of the focus group was confidential and no individuals 

would be identified in the reports. The facilitators asked all participants to say how long they had 

been Support Workers/ Volunteers, in order to understand the levels of experience in the group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Support Workers (paid) 

Participant 

number 

Gender Organisation 

name 

Organisation description Length of 

experience 

(years) 

1 F WORTH charity & Christian mentoring, 

domestic abuse support 

 10 years as a 

volunteer prior 

to starting own 

business 2 

months ago 

2 F Homestart - 

South 

Yorkshire 

support in dealing with disability, 

mental health, domestic abuse 

12 

3 M Lifeskills courses, apprenticeships for 16-

24 year olds, early school 

leavers/out of work  

30 

4 F Together 

Women 

Project 

support to vulnerable women 

and community services 

4 

5 F Manor & 

Castle 

Development 

Trust 

work on regenerating the 

neighbourhoods, support in 

developing skills, confidence for 

women 

16 

6 F Cityhearts house and help for women 

victims of human trafficking/with 

life controlling issues 

2 days 

7 F Cityhearts “ “ 4.5 

8 F Cityhearts “ “ 2 

9 F Homelessness housing projects to people with 

support needs 

5 

10 F Ashiana support to minority ethnic 

women and their children 

24 

11 F RHCS counselling to domestic abuse  20 

12 M VAS support voluntary and 

community action 

5 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

Participant 

number 

Gender Organisation 

name 

Organisation description 

1 F WORTH charity & christian mentoring, domestic abuse 

support 

2 F WORTH “ “ 

3 F Homestart - 

South 

support in dealing with disability, mental health, 

domestic abuse 



Yorkshire 

4 F Chilypep charity and company limited by guarantee 

supporting children and young people to make 

a positive contribution to their communities 

and neighbourhoods 

5 F Together 

Women 

support to vulnerable women and community 

services 

6 F Together 

Women - 

Fusion Group 

ñ ñ 

informal group focus on letting women meet 

other women, socialise and improve their 

English language skills 

7 F Together 

Women - 

Snowdrop 

Project 

charity providing long-term, follow-on 

community support for survivors of trafficking 

8 F Snowdrop 

Project 

“ “ 

9 F Snowdrop 

Project 

“ “ 

10 F SACCC (St 

Andrew’s 

Child Contact 

Centre) 

charity aiming to develop and maintain positive 

relationships between children and non-

resident parents/ other family members 

11 F One Step 

Learning 

? 

12 F (she didn’t 

specify) 

 

 

3.2.1 Training and support services currently available in our region/local area 

Support Workers (paid) 

The participants were aware of the existence of a high number of support services for vulnerable 

women in Sheffield/region and also across the UK. The following were the ones on which they 

focused: 

Support services 

mentioned 

Description of the perceived benefits  

Together Women It mainly gives support to women to go out from crisis situations and to 

prepare them to become volunteers, cooperating with another support 

service called VAS 

VAS (Voluntary 

Action Sheffield) 

It helps refugees (men and women) to volunteer, working mostly on 

confidence-building and giving employment support 

W.E.A. (Workers 

Educational 

Authority) 

It provides short courses free of charge or at low cost 



Employability 

Support 

Helping women to gain support with building a CV etc 

Imperial College dealing with trafficking victims  

Chilypep It gives a 30-hour-group support for women between the age of 8 to 25 

years 

ASHIANA In-house program which offers ESOL classes 

Learn4Life Centre It provides free classes to asylum seekers 

Northern Refugee 

Centre 

Recently ended, it was aimed to give employment support to refugees 

Support Workers volunteers 

Support services 

mentioned 

Description of the perceived benefits  

Job centre Support in dealing with interviews, Maths/English lessons 

Princes Trust Training, mentoring for under 30 year olds starting a business 

Together Women’ 

Job Club 

It mainly gives support on CV, agencies, one-to-one support 

Sheffield Chamber’s Business support, courses for refugees too 

Salvation Army Housing and other general support 

 

The participants also mentioned Citizens Advice Bureau, Business Start Up Agencies, Jesus centre, 

Victoria Hall as supporting individuals with issues linked to employability. 

3.2.2 Effectiveness of these services for women 

Support Workers (paid) 

Although support from these organisations highlighted was seen as beneficial, participants pointed 

out some problems with their effectiveness due to: 

 male-dominated environments (Learn4Life Centre is a relevant example);  

 eligibility issues, such as being a UK/EU citizens- these lead to long delays in women getting 

accepted on courses 

 age issues, that cut out whole age ranges, being aimed for instance at young people only, 

(Chilypep for example offers support just to women aged between 8 to 25); 

 budget cuts; 

 the inadequacy of pre-support prior to attending training. 

Support Workers volunteers 

‘Together Women’ (Sheffield organisation) was useful in providing courses to increase self-

confidence for women. 

During the focus group, participants mentioned some changes that could improve the effectiveness 

of the services that women can currently tap into in Sheffield:  

Support Workers (paid) 



 increasing the awareness of the complexity of issues that women dealt with- some women 

have complex and multiple issues; 

 providing childcare facilities on-site; 

 overcoming the vision of vulnerable women as being “too difficult" to help; 

 making women more aware of their skills themselves.   

Support Workers volunteers 

 improving communication between services; 

 speeding up the job seeking process, for example devoting more time to it (concerning 

Together Women); 

 improving childcare facilities; 

 ensuring more continuity; 

 using schools networks; 

 translating basic information to overcome language barriers; 

 making it easier to access to services (“Services must come to the people”); 

 improving the connection between the various organisations working with vulnerable 

women. 

3.2.3 Barriers to employment for vulnerable women 

Support Workers (paid) 

The barriers perceived from the Support Workers points of view to ‘women’s employment/business’ 

clustered around the following themes:   

 skills self-recognition for women i.e. women don’t always recognize the skills they do have- 

instead they can focus on what they don’t have; 

 childcare issues, especially for lone parents: referring for instance to the minimum age to 

have access to childcare places (2 years old) and to the shortage of support services 

buildings with onsite childcare. About childcare, the participants highlighted the inflexibility 

of zero hour contracts too as they make it difficult to arrange childcare at short notice; 

 transport issues, not having own transport or having a lack of confidence to take public 

transport, to get taxis; 

 the mistrust of “services” in general – this is often because the women have had negative 

experiences in the past with ‘services’ where they have not been fairly treated; 

 gaps on CVs due to stigma connected to past criminal records, or prostitution/exploitation 

issues. 

Other barriers participants noted included cultural differences: including language (English in not 

always/usually a first language of many of the women accessing services), and covering other 

cultural differences connected to religion, traditions and habits, and the knowledge of how UK 

employment works.   

Support Workers volunteers 

Issues highlighted by the Volunteers regarding barriers for women accessing employment included: 

 language barriers and more in general the cultural shock; 



 lack of experience and confidence; 

 shortage of childcare facilities; 

 complexity around the benefits system (e.g. zero hour contract); 

 lack of business/entrepreneurship basic knowledge, for instance on how to start a business; 

 lack of knowledge on how to access to financial support; 

 inadequacy of family support; 

 lack of support/social networks; 

 differences in the entrepreneurial system, for instance concerning tax (e.g. difficulties for an 

African entrepreneur to carry on with his job in the UK); 

 lack of computer skills/knowledge. 

3.2.4 How to motivate women to attend to training 

Support Workers (paid) 

 making sure they have a single point of contact, an accompanying person/volunteer who can 

try out the training first sometimes to assess its suitability for the women; 

 providing them a support worker, who will attend training with them; 

 building trust with the organization; 

 granting childcare provision (preferably on-site); 

 giving them practical tools which lead to work; 

 letting them  have a taster session, just to try it out and to get confidence to come to future 

sessions knowing what it will be like (having the chance to bring along anyone they want as 

an accompanying person and getting to know the other women); 

 arranging peer mentoring, to follow women at different stages; 

 providing a certificate of attendance/completion of the training. 

Support Workers volunteers 

 paying them to make sure they are not out of pocket; 

 helping them with childcare; 

 organising training within school hours; 

 choosing a good location, in terms of car park; 

 providing information in other languages too; 

 in terms of content, increasing their self-esteem helping them to develop transferable skills, 

such as timekeeping, consequently getting them self-sufficient;  

 providing role models/success stories with similar backgrounds, making them feel engaged; 

 making them feel in a safe and trusting environment. 

3.2.5 Approaches to training vulnerable women to (re)enter labour market 

Support Workers volunteers 

 CSR- Corporate Social Responsibility (e.g. staff at Barclays Bank are allocated clients to work 

with as part of their social responsibility/ volunteering projects). Body shop  staff also 

volunteered with vulnerable women to gain skills; 

 helping vulnerable women identify their values  in order  to help them identify the best jobs 

for them; 



 One-To-One mentoring including therapy sessions, creative writing, textiles, art, music. It 

allows to integrate vulnerable and non-vulnerable people together; 

 Snowdrops Project’s’s sewing classes to gain skills; 

 job/ skills matching with companies  and  paid apprenticeships. 

3.2.6 Skills and support needs of Women to become economically active 

Support Workers volunteers 

 mentoring 

 One-To-One support 

 basic skills, such as reading/writing 

 understanding local culture 

 successful role models 

 resilience 

 self-reliance 

 encouragement to help them get more self-confident 

 helping them understand where to start/ how to start 

 giving out small business loans/schemes 

 start-up business courses 

 English language support 

 stress management 

 public speaking 

 work experience with business owners. 

3.2.7 Essential competences for Support Workers 

Support Workers (paid) 

 Emotional Intelligence, able to  listen to users’ needs, leading them in some cases but also 

letting them lead 

 being resilient (emotional resilience) 

 always having an “Open Door” approach (people can always come back even if they do not 

do the next steps you were hoping for) 

 not creating dependencies – having clear boundaries  

 believing in others and able to empower others 

 knowing the most appropriate services to refer onto 

 reliable and consistent 

 patient, understanding, allowing tiny steps to be taken by the women 

 honest 

 open-minded and non-judgemental. 

Support Workers volunteers 

 empathy/compassion 

 self-assurance 

 trust 

 respect 

 non-judgemental attitude 

 patience 



 experience in leading training to encourage, support  and bring positivity 

 awareness of your own strengths that can be useful in helping others too 

 knowledge of  what help is in the area to signpost   women to 

 culture = knowing what is in the area to signpost people 

 knowledge in finance/book keeping. 

Participants highlighted also how the experience in their daily work can make the difference e.g. 

bringing additional knowledge and skills to their work as a volunteer. 

3.2.8 Positive methods to support women into employment/entrepreneurship: 

Support Workers (paid) 

VAS (Voluntary Action Sheffield) had general employment training, but the participants agreed that 

no specific organisation had employment training support that was easily accessible. 

Support Workers volunteers 

 mentoring; 

 networking, giving them more chances to be introduced in new environments, trade hubs,  

to get in touch with different people and create new links; 

 making them feel worthy. 

3.2.9 aŜǘƘƻŘǎκǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ build on 

strengths/confidence for employment/entrepreneurship 

Support Workers (paid) 

 developing the sense of self, own confidence, working on their feeling of being valued; 

 distinguishing what women are responsible for and what not i.e. some of the women clients 

have been through traumatic experiences which they feel some sort of personal 

responsibility for even though this was not the case; 

 making them culturally sensitive; 

 involving users in every step of their development; 

 arranging peer support network and one to one mentoring, finding ways forward, art/music 

therapy; 

 “Steps to Excellence “ course (recommended by Zest employability team, Manor & Castle). 

Support Workers volunteers 

 a “strengths pack”, helping them to find out their strengths, what makes them different, and 

special; 

 talking about their past (e.g. what they have done so far), enhancing their achievements; 

 befriending; 

 building trust; 

 breaking down barriers. 

3.2.10 What could help Support workers to better support vulnerable women in employability and 

entrepreneurship 

Support Workers (paid) 

 Improving linkages between services; 



 having an accurate and up to date guide for women’s services, not a central one which gets 

out of date very quickly; 

 getting feedback from employers about what they really want from employees/want to see 

in interviews etc; 

 a better relationship with Job Centre- currently it is a ‘closed-door’ and not open to support 

services for women; 

 understanding the basics of entrepreneurship regarding how to start a business; 

 knowledge on how to go about getting a job (i.e. knowledge of jobcentres). 

Support Workers volunteers 

 more information on what services there are/on who does what; 

 continuity and central support area/database; 

 one stop shop (e.g. Together Women, Victoria Hall, Tina); 

 Google;  

 resourcefulness; 

 sharing successful stories, good practices; 

 good communication; 

 knowing cheap ways to get in touch with families; 

 computer knowledge. 

3.2.11 What would participants like to see in EMPOWER training 

Support Workers (paid) 

 for Support Workers: 

o what do Support Workers do in the other partner countries to support women, e.g. 

looking at Support Workers profiles who are taking part in the training to be able to 

better support women in the following skills:  

Á presentation/public speaking for interviews (taking into account that it could 

be a “negative reminder” for some women, the ones passed through 

police/asylum seeking interviews), 

Á transferable skills (organising, working to deadlines, research skills) helping 

women to recognise skills they can transfer from family life etc., 

Á resilience (bouncing back from job rejections), 

Á managing anxiety, being grounded whilst looking for a job/thinking about 

starting a business, 

Á “reading between the lines” – in order to help women identify what skills 

the employers are really looking for; 

o how to write references for women who have listed the Support Worker as a referee 

for a job; 

o giving them some clues on application forms (what to declare and what not – 

especially in terms of legal requirements for declaring past criminal records, past 

periods of prostitution etc. ); 

o reading examples of success stories- women who have faced similar barriers/issues 

and who have made it into employment/self employment.  

Support Workers volunteers 

In addition, volunteers wanted to see the following elements in the Empower training programme: 



 test cases (e.g. case studies); 

 where/how to gather information to get further skills for employment/self-employment; 

 training on mental health issues, post-traumatic stress disorder , addiction; 

 clear course outline and summary before starting; 

 some kind of qualification. 

3.3 Conclusions & Recommendations 

Support Workers were eager to be made aware of what Support Workers do in the other partner 

countries to support women, e.g. looking at Support Workers’ profiles who are taking part in the 

training to be able to better support women in their own country. To have some sort of Support 

Worker ‘exchange’ will therefore be crucial to the success of the Empower training programme in 

the eyes of UK Support Workers who attended our focus groups. Support Workers are looking for 

specific skills as well as general skills in terms of supporting women into employment and self-

employment from the Empower training programme. For example, they were keen to be trained in 

how to provide references for women who have listed the Support Worker as a referee for a job 

(focusing on the women’s strengths but not denying any issues were present).  

Support Workers felt that women needed support from them regarding the different stages involved 

in applying for a job, with a particular focus on how to complete an application form (what to 

declare and what not, in terms of legal requirements) and how to successfully get through an 

interview.  Support Workers also felt that vulnerable women were willing and eager to improve their 

soft skills, such as leadership, goal setting, self-confidence and resilience to help them into 

employment/self-employment. To increase their self-esteem and belief that it was possible to get a 

job, Support Workers felt it could be helpful to share stories of women who have faced similar 

barriers and who have made it into employment or started a business. 

They also all made it clear that Support Workers themselves need information on understanding the 

benefits system in the UK and how this would work if the women they support were to get a job or 

start a business, as this is extremely complicated and ever-changing. 

In the training materials, support workers would like a list of resources page, which will help them 

know what services and help are available in the UK and where to signpost and refer their women 

to. 

 

Support Workers emphasised the importance of letting the women who attend Empower training be 

allowed to bring along anyone they want to the first training session or to a ‘taster’ session in order 

to make them feel that they are in an environment they can trust and feel comfortable in so that 

they can build confidence to come to future sessions. 

Peer mentoring was highlighted by Support Workers as a helpful tool to support women at different 

stages. The Mentoring Circles, as part of the Empower Yourself training programme were seen as a 

useful tool to help women continue to build on their skills and confidence in general.  

  



4. Online Survey Results 

4.1 Overview 

Similarly to the process for the focus groups’ recruitment, the same organisations and networks 

linked to supporting women were contacted across Sheffield and the region in order to distribute 

the online questionnaire. Word of mouth was again a crucial component, in order to encourage 

Support Workers to complete the questionnaire.   

The questionnaires were available via google form which was sent out via link by email and also in 

paper copy. Most responses received were by the Google Forms. However, some volunteers and 

paid workers were met face to face at The Snowdrop Project Office and the City of Sanctuary’s drop 

in session. The questionnaires were well received by the Support Workers. 

Respondents background information: 

 Number of respondents:  

16 (Support Workers- Paid)  

20 (Support Workers -Volunteers) 

 

 Age groups 

Support Workers (paid) 

The majority of respondents were within the 25-24 years age group, but a wide range of 

ages completed the questionnaire.  

 

 
 

Support Workers volunteers 

More than half of them were between 35 and 54 years old (55%). The remaining half was 

equally split among ‘under 25’ (10%), between 25-34 (15%) and 55-64 (20%). 

 
 



 Gender diversity rate % (applicable for Output 1) 

Support Workers (paid) 

 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

All respondents were women. 

 

Educational level  

Support Workers (paid) 

Half of Support workers participating to the online survey had a bachelor degree or 

equivalent; the remaining half was made up of people with a Masters degree or equivalent 

(25%) and with no formal education (18.8%). Just a small portion of them (6.3%) had a 

doctoral or equivalent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

Half of the volunteers had a bachelor degree or equivalent and the remaining half had for 

the most part a master degree or equivalent (35%). The remaining 15% includes women with 

upper secondary educational level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Employment status  

Support Workers (paid) 

The same portion of Support Workers participating in the online survey were employed part-

time and full-time (37.5%). A quarter of respondents were self-employed (25%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

Volunteers were equally split among the all categories, the only category not represented 

was ‘unemployed’. The majority of respondents were volunteers (30%) with the second 

highest category being employed part-time (20%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Survey responses  

Participants’ years of experience in supporting vulnerable women (including mentoring/ consulting/ 

training) for Support Workers (paid) ranged from 1 year to 22 years with an average of 9.5 years 

experience. For Support Workers (volunteers) their experience ranged from 1 year up to 32 years 

with an average of 7 years experience.  

 
Area of support respondents are involved in: 
Support workers (paid) 

The following areas were listed as support provided to vulnerable women by the Support Workers:  

 mental health nurse currently in community 

 Guidance 

 general and signposting 

 Survivors of trafficking 

 we recruit and train volunteers onto our accredited training course and they then support 

vulnerable families in their homes 



 Christian mentoring, facilitating and going with women affected by domestic abuse to 

art/music/writing groups etc. Finding ways to support the individual discover their worth 

 Lifeskills (confidence, self-esteem, assertiveness etc) ETE, Accommodation, Substance 

Misuse, Healthy Relationships, Mental Health (we are a one stop shop covering all pathways) 

 working with a range of vulnerable young people - mixed gender groups 

 Homelessness and therapy 

 Caseworker for victims of human trafficking 

 mainly as parents/carers of children with mental health issues 

 Counselling and Psychotherapy 

 Medical - GP 

 Therapeutic support and Independent Living Skills 

 I represent asylum seeking refugee and trafficked young women 

 General practice seeing women 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

 English reading/speaking support 

 many years of experience in terms of helping vulnerable women integrate back into society 

 Well women awareness vocational skills for young street girls 

 trafficked women, vulnerable families 

 sewing/craft projects at Snowdrop Project 

 Trustee and personal support for other mentor 

 Mentoring and assisting sessions 

 Longstanding charity volunteer with mental health charity and, more recently, in a child 

contact centre 

 Mentoring 

 Together Women, Snowdrop Project 

 Befriending for Snowdrop Project 

 Support for women (and men) with learning disabilities 

 Counselling and psychotherapy 

 Support with housing, benefits, managing medical appointments, applying for jobs, setting up 

a bank account 

 Supporting female victims of human trafficking 

 Businesses, confidence building 

 working with women who have been trafficked 

 one to one practical support 

 Refugees 

 

Qualification in career guidance  and counselling of respondentsô staff organisation:  

Support workers (paid) 

The majority of respondents (75%) stated there was a lack of counselling knowledge inside the staff 

of their organisation when answering the question ñAre the staff of your organisation trained / 
qualified in career guidance and counselling?”. 

 

 

 

 

 



Support Workers volunteers 

Volunteers were equally split among the ones who considered being part of a team trained in 
counselling and the ones who didn’t (respectively 36.8% and 31.6%). A significant proportion of the 
respondents (31.6%) answered ‘Non Applicable’, considering that the organisation where they 
volunteer is not linked to counselling. 

 

Practices/services aimed at vulnerable women to (re)enter the labour market of which 
respondents are aware: 

Support workers (paid) 

7 out of 15 respondents stated that they weren’t aware of any services aimed at helping women to 

re-enter the labour market. Other respondents mentioned organisations such as Together Women, 

Ashiana, Crisis, YASY, Job Centre, Really Neet, Snowdrop and the Red Cross.  

Support Workers volunteers 

3 out of 18 respondents were not aware of any support for women looking to re-enter the labour 

market. Others highlighted organisations such as Together Women, The Sheffield Refugee Council, 

Job Centre, Angga Kara, Connections Sheffield and Snowdrop project.  

 

Training and educational needs of vulnerable women to gain employment / start a business: 

Support workers (paid) 

Respondents highlighted the following as training needs of vulnerable women: 

 basic English and maths, basic IT skills, interpersonal skills 

 Communication. English 

 Confidence Building 

 writing CVs, work experience, references, English, literacy and numeracy, interview practice 

 affordable, accessible childcare, confidence building and reassurance. A consistent named 

person who they can contact at each step 

 Actual courses that will end in a qualification that will help earn and provide. Other routes for 

those with no previous qualifications. They need to fit training/jobs around childcare. 

 English Qualification, Upskilling - but way before that volunteering to gain experience, 

confidence, recognising skills & positive attributes, CV writing, support to job search, job 

interview prep. In my experience women are not ready to start their business - they wouldn't 

even think of it as an option, never mind know where to start. 

 empowerment, confidence building, advocacy and rights awareness, self esteem, specific 

training around specific job interview training and preparation skills 



 training in delivering the formal, succinct impression at application and interview level that 

employers are expecting as a "standard". Also upskilling them (qualifications or experiences 

that can plug gaps in a recent CV) or they won't be able to compete. 

 information on the processes to start business, the UK systems, CV writing 

 Self esteem, assertiveness 

 Financial management, assertiveness training, IT skills, literacy and numeracy, skills and 

knowledge training 

 No experiencing in this regard apart from signposting to DWP 

 Many of the women we support have not finished school, so have a low level of education 

and confidence around completing any training. A mentoring role would be really helpful as 

many of our young women would not feel confident turning up at training event alone. 

 Assertiveness, confidence, English, business skills, rights and responsibilities, basic literacy 

and numeracy 

 Key workers, life training & assertive training 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

 Vulnerable women need to learn the language in order to be able to conform into society 

 to gain confidence and knowledge of what is available and the best choices for them 

 language, money management, IT skills 

 mentoring, regular meetings and support 

 Confidence Building/writing CVs/Helping identify values and skills/Identifying Transferable 

skills 

 Self confidence, empowerment that they can do things by themselves without assistance, 

many need computer skills to be developed 

 Improved self-confidence, ability to be reliable, sustaining interest in study/funded study 

 Confidence, encouragement, support, sign posting 

 Basic English work experience 

 Language support, moral support, good role models 

 Confidence, assertiveness, specific skills training for defined job roles. Marketing, money 

management and core business skills for small businesses - I'm aware of 2 women who are 

trying to set up online businesses with family support but no other training or support. Need to 

train employers too to overcome the prejudice and low expectations many people hold. 

 Multiple and complex: confidence/self esteem/motivation building, resilience, language, 

literacy and numeracy, debt /housing/benefit advice, affordable childcare, personal 

organisation, time management, financial and business planning, on-going mentoring and 

support, bid writing skills and support, access to funding, networking.. 

 In my ladies case it has been about improving her English and IT skills 

 English Language, Maths, confidence building, mentoring and 1:1 support 

 Intensive support, mentoring 

 Language is a big barrier for most of the women that I support - written and spoken seems to 

hold them back in entering some areas of work 

 confidence building exercises and real life role models 

 Communication skills, networking, education on UK law for self-employment 

 

Support and counselling needs of vulnerable women wishing to (re)integrate into the labour 
market: 

Support workers (paid) 

 support and counselling around self esteem and self worth and stress management and 

tolerance 

 Lack of information and technical know-how/process of getting into system 



 Confidence Building 

 Lack of confidence, not knowing their strengths, clear communication skills, working with 

others 

 counselling, not sure. Support needs vary for each individual, some may need help with forms 

due to dyslexia, or having English as a second language 

 Confidence building, breaking down negative barriers. Childcare support, short courses to 

start off with.  

 Holistic wrap around support for the multiple and complex issues that are preventing them 

from moving forward 

 Varies from person to person could be a whole host of support and counselling needs 

 To have the belief in themselves that they are not old, but more wise and switched on, that 

they have vital experience over the younger market (who may not be as loyal to a company 

for instance as they want to move around all the time to get a better wage), or if they're young 

that they have vital life experience and reliability and maturity over their fellow peers, also 

overall belief that they can be an exception, that they can re-write the rules and be a leader 

(even with their life), that they'll give others confidence to believe in themselves if they see 

them as a positive role model - everyone benefits from shining your light. That they have 

something to offer (they're not just another woman / mum / wife - everybody is a kaleidoscope 

of beautiful and powerful fragments that add to the picture). 

 Confidence building 

 Self esteem, assertiveness 

 Mentoring before work and for 6 months after starting work, small group work, counselling for 

past trauma, assertiveness training 

 No experiencing in this regard apart from signposting to DWP (Department of Work and 

Pensions) 

 Many of our women have a low level of self esteem and belief in themselves. They also have 

limited role models of people working, so would need a lot of support and encouragement 

with understanding available work and understanding how their skills could be transferred into 

labour market.  

 Assertiveness and confidence boosting, access to fitness resources and mentoring from other 

women who have made a success of their businesses 

 Practical support & emotional support 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

 confidence and good grasp of English 

 encouragement not to feel intimidated to gain confidence 

 Self-confidence none, PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) Counselling 

 Personal support to achieve the above 

 self confidence boosting 

 One-to-One support worker help, counselling to help rebuild self-esteem 

 weekly 

 Help with CV, help with knowing where to go to get help to enter college, work place, training, 

experience, childcare 

 Time to re-train, one to one support 

 Confidence, problem solving, assertiveness, 

 Identify personal strengths, goals, dreams, ambitions, motivations. Identifying and addressing 

obstacles to achieving these - emotional, psychological, practical, financial. Dealing with past 

issues, reframing, goal setting. Treating anxiety, depression, ptsd etc. building everyday 

resilience - relaxation, mindfulness, coping with stress. Depending on issues/need this all 

needs to be offered short, medium and long-term - tailored to meet individual needs, using 

different tools and techniques appropriate to individual differences. Opportunity to be heard, 



valued, supported consistently. Access to other specialist services for addiction, abuse, 

domestic violence, eating disorders etc. Access to debt/housing/Benefits advice. Cost of 

providing this service is a challenge! 

 Help with job applications, Help with job searches 

 Skills training, mentoring and financial assistance 

 mentoring 

 PTSD support and counselling for their trauma 

 one to one support looking at their skills, abilities and needs 

 Support for CV writing 

 

The following graph illustrates the ratings respondents gave themselves against the following 

skills, identified as essential for people working with vulnerable women in order to adequately 

support and empower them to seek employment and /or set-up their own business: 

a. Group management skills including the ability to plan and facilitate group sessions effectively 

b. Communication skills including clear verbal delivery and positive body language 

c. Active listening skills and the ability to respond empathetically to the group members 

d. Ability to challenge participants, where relevant and necessary, in a non-confrontational but 

assertive manner 

e. Ability to handle issues such as anger in a group 

f. Understanding of professional boundaries and limitations when acting as a facilitator within a 

group, e.g. not getting personally involved with the womenôs lives 

Support workers (paid) 

 

Support Workers volunteers 



 

The following graphs illustrate the ratings respondents gave themselves on how comfortable 
would they be training women in the following skills: 

Support workers (paid) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Respondents’ interest in taking part in the training to develop their skills to further support their 
clients into work and business: 

Support workers (paid) 

87.5% of them expressed their interest answering either ‘Yes’ or ‘Maybe’ at the question “Would 
you be interested in taking part in the training?”.  

 

 

Support Workers volunteers 

84.2% were interested in taking part in the training to develop their skills to further support their 
clients, answering either ‘Yes’ or ‘Maybe’. 

 

 

 

4.3 Conclusions & Recommendations 

Analyzing the graphs, we can conclude that the following skills have been identified by Support 

Workers as either currently lacking or not feeling confident in developing in the women they support 

included: 

 conflict resolution and networking skills 

 time management 

 resilience and presentation skills 

 leadership skills 

 self-confidence and self-motivation.  

 

 



5. Conclusions & Recommendations 

Support Workers in the UK have few opportunities to meet and network with colleagues around 

Europe, to be made aware of how European colleagues provide support to women who have faced 

or are facing several complex issues to find a job or think about starting a business. EMPOWER will 

enable them to have an overview of their peers working around Europe working with women who 

are classed as ‘vulnerable’. Sharing experiences with other Support Workers in order to find new and 

better ways of supporting their female clients has been highlighted as much needed professional 

development for Support Workers through the data collected from both the focus groups and the 

questionnaires. 

 

There are a limited number of organisations providing support for women in terms of building 

employability skills or self-employment skills who are classed as ‘vulnerable’ in Sheffield and the 

region. Support Workers have identified the need to be trained themselves in the stages women 

need to go through to find employment or self-employment in order to better support their female 

clients. At the moment, the support and training aimed at vulnerable women is more focused on the 

first stages they have to face to enter active life, such as support with health issues, housing and 

general education. There is a lack of assistance in helping women to develop employability skills to 

be more competitive in the labour market, either in terms of preparation to find employment or 

start a business. 

 

EMPOWER is focused on these later stages a vulnerable woman has to pass through in order to 

enter or return to an economically active life and as such Support Workers who have responded in 

the focus groups and questionnaires have illustrated the current gap in provision in this area which 

Empower has the potential to fill.  

  



6. Annexes 

Focus Group(s) Attendance List 

Focus Groups signed Consent Forms  

Excel export of the data gathered on the questionnaires  

 


