
An Impact Summary June 2022

WHY INVESTING IN 
EMPLOYABILITY AND  
MULTIPLE DISADVANTAGE 
MATTERS



What is  
Opportunity and Change?  
Opportunity and Change1 is a community-based partnership led by Framework2, that provides ‘a 
pathway to work’ for unemployed and economically inactive people facing severe and multiple 
disadvantage (SMD)3. Jointly funded by The National Lottery Community Fund (TNLCF) and European 
Social Fund (ESF) until March 2023, the project is part of the national Building Better Opportunities 
(BBO) programme. 

Opportunity and Change is one of three strands of BBO provision across the D2N24 region: 
Towards Work is an employability project, led by Groundwork Greater Nottingham, and Money 
Sorted is a financial inclusion project, led by St Ann’s Advice Centre. All three lead organisations 
work together as the partnership People’s First Alliance (PFA). In addition, four Local Authority-
based Stakeholder Managers support the Building Better Opportunities programme at a strategic 
level across the D2N2 region. 



Who we support, and why 
People facing severe, multiple disadvantage 
are, by definition, typically experiencing at least 
two of the following complex problems at any 
given time: homelessness, substance misuse, 
involvement with the criminal justice system, 
poor mental health, and cycles of violence 
and abuse. In 2021, 61% participants who 
started receiving support from Opportunity 
and Change for the first time had either three 
(30%) or four (31%) of these multiple and 
complex needs, and 65% participants were 
economically inactive.

Many people facing SMD have experienced 
structural poverty and family difficulties in early 
life, and are coping as adults with the aftermath 
of psychological and sometimes physical 
trauma. The social and economic impacts of 
SMD are considerable and far-reaching for 
individuals, their children, and surrounding 
communities. Impacts include chronic poverty, 
social exclusion, antisocial behaviour, and 
greater health inequalities.5 

People with multiple and complex needs 
are typically described by welfare-to-work 
providers as ‘the furthest away from the labour 
market’. Whilst many do benefit from more 
intensive, time-unlimited, and holistic support, 
it is a misconception that people facing SMD 
cannot work or engage with employment-
related support because ‘their needs are too 
complex’. This generalised view often leads to 
key services delaying, rather than embedding 
employability in their support; thus limiting and 
excluding people from opportunities to progress 
into paid employment.

Paid work has many potential social and 
economic benefits for all, and is also known to 
aid recovery and resettlement. Opportunity and 
Change offers employment-related support to 
those who want to access it, alongside support 
to overcome complex issues and barriers.
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Our Approach 
Navigators adopt a holistic, person-centred 
approach to delivering employability. They are 
able to work with smaller caseloads over a 
longer period of time; enabling them to develop 
trust and rapport, and offer more intensive, 
longer-term support that is tailored to meet the 
individual needs and circumstances of each 
participant. In regular one-to-one meetings 
with participants, Navigators use a range of 
techniques to maintain positive engagement, 
including strength-based, motivational 
interviewing, trauma-informed practice, and 
coaching. 

Opportunity and Change partner organisations 
offer a broad range of specialist provision, 
including: services for women only, mental 
health support and counselling, drug and 
alcohol treatment, a dedicated Care Act Team6, 
housing advice, supported accommodation, 
and services for asylum seekers and refugees. 

Participants who engage regularly with group-
based learning and therapeutic interventions, 
as well as one-to-one coaching from their 
Navigators, tend to make more positive 
progress in relation to their complex needs and 
their employment-related goals. Meeting and 
interacting with new people, whilst learning 
and developing skills, has helped participants 
to overcome social isolation and increase their 
motivation and confidence to try new things.

Group-based provision available to 
Opportunity and Change participants has 
included: 

• Skills Plus for Change: a bespoke training 
package offering bite-sized learning 
around employment, functional skills, 
personal development, wellbeing, and 
managing independent living

• Equine Assisted Therapy: a 10 
week therapeutic programme that 
teaches principles of self-care and 
helps participants to develop their self-
awareness, self-esteem, assertiveness and 
motivation, through basic horsemanship, 
equine assisted learning and group-based 
reflection exercises 

• The Loudspeaker Programme: a 
series of 10 weekly workshops run by 
Nottingham Contemporary art gallery, for 
female participants. Through engagement 
in group-based learning, creative 
making exercises, personal reflection 
and appreciation of contemporary art, 
Loudspeaker supports women to increase 
their self-esteem and self-awareness, and 
develop skills to make healthier life choices.
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Navigators also have access 
to a budget, which is available 
to cover essential and ‘one off’ 
items for participants such as: 
specialist equipment, ‘Right to 
Work’ documents, travel expenses, 
mobile phones to keep in touch, and 
interview clothing. 



Project Performance
Opportunity and Change has supported 
1472 individuals facing severe, multiple 
disadvantage to move closer towards the 
workplace7. Demand for the project has 
remained consistently high, even throughout 
the COVID19 pandemic8, and the majority of 
referrals come from agencies outside of the 
partnership9. 

In demographic terms, the project has 
supported:

• 55.4% Men and 44.4% Women

• 59.0% economically inactive, and 
41.0% unemployed, including long-term 
unemployed participants 

• 15.4% participants over the age of 50

• 18.5% participants from ethnic minorities 

• 71.5% participants stating they had 
a disability and/or persistent health 
condition limiting their capacity to work 

• 25% participants were living in Nottingham 
City, 25% in Nottinghamshire, 29% in 
Derby City, and 21% in Derbyshire

• The majority of participants (65%) were 
educated to secondary level; 21% had 
post-secondary or tertiary education; and 
14% had received primary level or no 
education.

22.4% Opportunity and  
Change participants have entered into 
employment, training and education, 
or job searching: 

 123 participants have moved into 
paid employment, including 49.6% 
economically inactive participants 
and 50.4% unemployed participants

 136 participants have started a 
formal educational qualification or 
accredited training course

 131 participants moved from being 
economically inactive, to either 
actively job searching, or into paid 
employment

 117 participants have started 
volunteering since engaging with 
Opportunity and Change.

57% of all participants have left the 
project having made significant progress 
in relation to at least one of their multiple  
and complex needs10. 

 42.6% participants improved their 
housing situation11

 40.8% participants made positive 
progress in relation to their mental 
health12 

 44.6% participants sustained 
engagement with drug or alcohol 
treatment services13 

 45.8% participants have reduced 
their risk of offending or reoffending14 

 37.2% participants currently 
experiencing or at risk of domestic 
abuse have accessed help and 
support in this area15.
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Evaluation and Learning 
Why do Participants Choose 
Opportunity and Change? 
The vast majority of people facing severe, 
multiple disadvantage have experienced 
some form of trauma. Unemployment is one of 
the longer-term impacts of trauma described 
by Opportunity and Change participants, 
alongside complex mental health issues, and 
difficulties maintaining healthy relationships. For 
some, a recent traumatic experience or set of 
circumstances had led to a loss of employment 
or incomplete studies. For others, Adverse 
Childhood Experiences had limited their access 
to a basic level of education and ‘held them 
back’ in the competitive labour market. The 
majority of participants had ambivalent feelings 
about being out of work, for example a lack of 
self-identity or purpose, coupled with a sense 
of fear about returning to, or exploring work for 
the first time. 

Some participants were able to draw upon 
particular life experiences or ‘positive, 
protective factors’ that were extremely helpful 
and motivating in their desire to make changes 
to their circumstances and move closer towards 
the workplace. These included: having and 
raising children, previous experiences of 
going to work (paid and voluntary), education 
and training, and having a supportive family 
network and community. 

The majority of new participants (75%) are 
looking to develop their self-esteem, confidence, 
and coping skills, to help them live healthier and 
more independent lives. Around 71% also feel 
they lack the necessary tools and resources to 
help them secure paid employment. Participants 
access Opportunity and Change because 
they want to develop these skills alongside 
addressing their complex needs. 

What Works? 
Relationship building is key: participants value 
the support they receive from their Navigator - 
above all else. 

Effective relationships are built upon:  

• Trust, respect, and patience

• Individualised, person-centred support: 
avoiding a ‘one size fits all’ approach

• Smaller caseloads: increasing capacity to 
engage, flexibility, and innovative practice

• Adopting strength/asset-based 
approaches: remaining solution-focused 

• Working in a trauma-informed way: 
creating safe, psychologically informed 
environments

• Partnership working: colocation of services 
where possible, building relationships 
with statutory services including DWP, 
healthcare providers, housing, police.

Navigators who embrace a ‘Work First’ 
approach in principle, by promoting 
the benefits of work and discussing 
employment-related goals and activities 
with participants from the outset , are 
able to demonstrate a more consistent 
flow of results and outcomes, in 
relation to both complex needs and 
employability.  

Effective Navigator relationships 
motivate participants to become more 
actively engaged and willing to try new 
things, including group-based activities 
and therapeutic interventions. 
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Participants have continuously fed back 
the numerous, far-reaching benefits of 
engaging with group-based activities, 
which include: 

• Increased self-esteem and self-efficacy

• Increased self-awareness

• Self-confidence and interpersonal skills 
development

• A ‘positive distraction’ - meaningful use of 
time and focus

• Learning new skills and strategies

• Meeting new people; making friends

• Peer support from others with similar life 
experiences

Just as complex problems are dynamic and 
intersecting in nature, so too are positive 
outcomes: those who engaged with group-
based learning and activities, for example, 
tended to make more progress in relation to 
their complex needs and employment-related 
goals. This is why it is so important to support 
participants holistically, with individually 
tailored packages of support based on their 
employment and complex needs-related goals.

Severe, Multiple Disadvantage 
and Employment: A New Lens 
In 2021, participant support needs were 
greater; both in terms of complexity, and the 
number of needs identified on Initial Support 
Needs Assessments. Complex support needs 
were equally present amongst unemployed and 
economically inactive participants. 

• Whilst complex needs were greater in 
2021, 67% of unemployed participants 
who accessed Opportunity and Change 
had worked within the last two years  

• The BBO Programme does not routinely 
collect data on ‘length of time unemployed’ 
for economically inactive participants; 
limiting our capacity to compare such 
figures against those with an unemployed 
status. However, analysis of Change Plan 
data revealed that 73% economically 
inactive, and 82% unemployed participants 
said they had previously worked

• Further analysis revealed that participants 
have been employed across a broad 
range of industries and sectors, in a wide 
variety of roles from entry level, to senior 
leadership. There was also no significant 
difference in terms of work type, or highest 
level of educational attainment, between 
unemployed and economically inactive 
participants.

These findings should encourage us to pause 
and reflect on our assumptions about those 
facing severe, multiple disadvantage, and their 
proximity to the labour market. 

They should also highlight a need for 
further research and system change, to:

• Increase our understanding and 
recognition of the existing work-related 
skills and experiences of economically 
inactive participants

• Provide more equal and fair access to 
employment-related support for those 
with multiple and complex needs

• Challenge the myth that people with 
complex needs cannot or do not want 
to work 

• Provide more specialist ‘in work’ 
support for those facing multiple and 
complex needs, to help them sustain 
their employment.
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Investing in  
Employability and SMD: 
Two Case Studies 
TNLCF’s Fulfilling Lives Programme estimated the public service costs of someone facing SMD, prior 
to engaging with support, at an average of £28,800 per person, per year. This figure, applied to 
the total number of participants to access Opportunity and Change, would equate to approximately 
£42.4million per year in public service costs. 

For context, in 2018/19 the average total expenditure on health services amongst the general 
population in England was £2,269 per person, and public order and safety costs were £448 
per person. This illustrates the disproportionate use of some services by people facing multiple 
disadvantage.

The following case studies indicate some of the key differences in support and public service costs, of 
two individuals, before and since their engagement with the Opportunity and Change project . 
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Sarah is a 43-year-old white British female, 
who engaged with Opportunity and Change for 
22 months. She began accessing support after 
fleeing a 15 year long abusive relationship, 
and was suffering from severe depression and 
anxiety. To cope with her situation, she smoked 
cannabis most evenings, and wanted support in 
relation to substance misuse, mental health, and 
her past domestic abuse. She also had a goal 
to eventually apply for part-time employment 
that would fit around looking after her children.

Sarah received one-to-one support from her 
Navigator and was referred to a number of 
therapeutic interventions that enabled her focus 
on her specific complex needs. After attending 
interventions such as The Freedom Programme 
at Women’s Work Derbyshire, The Loudspeaker 
Programme at Nottingham Contemporary, 
Equine Assisted Therapy with Spirit and Soul, 
and Counselling through Improving Lives, 
Sarah said that her depression and anxiety 
significantly reduced, her confidence and self-
esteem increased, and she was finally able to 
stop using cannabis.

Opportunity and Change was able to remove 
financial barriers that had previously prevented 
Sarah from accessing support services, by 
reimbursing her travel expenses and paying 
fees so that she could attend courses and 
interventions. Sarah began volunteering at 
her local clothing bank which helped her to 
develop social networks and her confidence 
grew further. She also began studying an 
English Foundation Level course to increase her 
employability. 

With the help of her Navigator, Sarah updated 
her CV and began job searching. Eventually 
she got offered a job as a midday supervisor 
at a local school. Sarah has now completed 
her induction training and has started working 
regular shifts. Sarah loves her new job and it fits 
in with her family life. 

Historical Costs Prior to  
Engaging with Opportunity  
and Change: 

• Potential police involvement for domestic 
abuse, victim support

• Other support services re. domestic 
abuse

• NHS costs – accessing healthcare 
services in relation to complex needs

• Wider impacts of domestic abuse on 
family, community

• Welfare Benefits  

Costs since Engaging  
with Opportunity and Change: 

• Navigator support

• Access to a range of group based 
learning and therapeutic interventions 
i.e. The Freedom Programme, 
Loudspeaker, Equine Assisted Therapy

• Mental health services - counselling 

• Welfare Benefits   

Sarah



“He is engaging so well…the change 
in Mark is amazing.”

Mark’s Navigator

Mark is 56-year-old male of mixed race. He 
was referred to Opportunity and Change by 
his Substance Misuse Practitioner, having met 
the criteria for support with needs in relation 
to housing, substance misuse, mental health, 
and offending. He has been engaging with the 
project since September 2021. 

Mark was adopted as a baby, and suffered 
racist, physical and emotional abuse at the 
hands of his extended adoptive family. At the 
age of six, Mark started using cannabis. At the 
age of nine, Mark returned to the care system 
where things went, as he described, “from 
bad to worse”. After leaving care Mark was 
frequently convicted and sent to prison for drugs 
and violence related offences.

In 2012, Mark was handed an Indefinite 
Sentence for Public Protection (IPP) – a type 
of sentencing that has since been abolished. 
The conditions of his sentencing mean that he 
cannot use a phone or the internet, and his 
probation term is indefinite. Subsequently, 
Mark has led a very isolated life since leaving 
prison and has felt for some time that he must 
keep himself distanced from others as he fears 
being recalled to prison. This prolonged social 
isolation, coupled with years of drug use and 
childhood trauma, has impacted significantly on 
Mark’s mental health.

Since engaging with Opportunity and Change, 
Mark’s Navigator has helped him to find and 
move to a new home that is more suitable for his 
physical health needs. She has supported him to 
find furniture, set up utilities, and shown him how 
to use a bank card to make purchases. 

Mark has managed to stop smoking cannabis 
and has been drug-free since November 2021. 
This is the first time in Mark’s adult life that he 
has not used drugs. Mark has visited his GP 
regarding his mental health and is now taking 
prescribed medication, which is having a 
positive impact on how he feels.

Mark has also started engaging with the wider 
community again. His neighbour is teaching him 
to read and write, and he recently completed 
a functional skills course in Basic English and 
Maths. Mark’s next goals are to pursue further 
training and begin volunteering. His Navigator 
has been supporting Mark to create a CV.

Mark

Historical Costs Prior to  
Engaging with Opportunity  
and Change: 

• Use of the Care System 

• Police arrests, court costs, victim support

• Incarceration into the Prison system

• NHS Support – hospital admissions and 
treatment

• Wider cost to society regarding anti-
social behaviour and other crime

• Welfare Benefits

Costs since Engaging with  
Opportunity and Change: 

• Navigator support

• NHS Support – Drugs Counselling and 
GP support, medication 

• Functional Skills Training

• Welfare Benefits  
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