
Returners Fund: 
Briefing for Shortlisted 

Applicants



Helen Fagan
Grants Manager
020 32913021
returnersfund@rocketsciencelab.co.uk

Returners Fund 
Expressions of Interest - Learnings

Fund 
Managers on 
behalf of:

http://www.rocketsciencelab.co.uk
mailto:returnersfund@rocketsciencelab.co.uk


Rocket Science 2

Expressions of Interest

The numbers

• 93 Expressions of Interest received for Round 1

• Over 250 are still in progress

• 16 projects have been invited to proceed to a full 
application

• Selected applications reflect a broad geographic spread, 
target a range of different demographic groups of returners 
and provide representation from the private sector, social 
enterprises, registered charities, as well as partnerships

• Offer a potential reach to over 2,000 beneficiaries and 
1,000 employers
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Expressions of Interest

What We Found

• Despite our desire to see projects outside of London there 
was still an overwhelming presence of projects from 
London and the South East

• Returners as a cohort were often misunderstood by 
applicants and were commonly confused with the more 
general ‘unemployed’ category

• Most of the applications received were for projects 12 
months in length and often didn’t provide justification as to 
why the proposed project should run beyond the 
recommended length of a returners programme (3-
6months)
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Expressions of Interest

What We Found

• Further common areas for EOIs to score low on were:
o weak plans for sustainability, 

o weak proposal for scalability, 

o lack of engagement with employers

o unrealistic numbers engaged/weak plans of how to engage

o very few (or in some cases, no) employment opportunities 

created
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Indicative Timetable

If unsuccessful in 
Round 1, can I reapply 
for Round 2?

Round 1 – Next Stage Date
Deadline for return of full applications 18th May
Assessment Phase 21st May – 5th

June
Panel, Decision and Sign-Off w/c 4th June– w/c 

25th June
Applicants notified of outcome w/c 25th Jun
Grant Contract/Negotiation of Conditions
etc.

End of June - mid 
July

Project delivery period begins (max 12 
months)

1st Aug 18
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Portal 
Homepage
www.returnersfund.f
lexigrant.co.uk
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Your Account & Application Form



Rocket Science 9

Status of your application form

‘Rolling’ Frequently 
Asked Questions

Fund 
Prospectus/ 
Criteria 
Document
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Application form



Please explain why your project cannot operate without an element of 
public subsidy in the form of a grant?
• Why has your project not been funded by clients? i.e. returners, 

employers, other partners, local government etc.
• Why is central Government the appropriate funder, have you considered 

others?

What do you anticipate will be the overall outcomes from your 
project?   Please specify these for both returners and for employers. 
• What is Government buying for returners and employers through this 

grant?

Your project



What is the target returner group(s) for your project? Explain why 
you will be targeting this group, your understanding of their needs 
and how you propose to reach and engage these individuals?
• Where are they located?
• What are their characteristics?
• What skill level are they?
• Who are their employers?
• Why do they need support from Government?

How will you ensure your project reaches parents, carers or both?
• The GEO defines a returner as somebody who has been out of paid 

employment for a caring responsibility for at least a year
• Want to support parents and carers at programme level
• What considerations have you made to ensure your project supports 

this group?

About your returners



Please define the project’s different levels of engagement i.e. from 
the above figure how many returners do you plan to have contact 
with (and in what form) at different points in your project?
• Number reached in communications
• Number who receives support
• Number who will be placed in paid employment as part of the project
• Number you anticipate will go on to permanent paid employment 

beyond the project?

Please explain why the area you are delivering in is in need of a 
returners’ programme?
• Evidence and understanding of local employment landscape and need 

for Government to support a project in this area
• Understanding of localised barriers that returners may have to 

accessing suitable paid employment

About your returners



What extra support will your target group(s) require and how will you 
provide this?
• Women
• BAME
• Disabled
• Older people (50+)
• Non-graduate returners
• Out of paid employment for 10+ years

• What considerations have you made for this specific group of returners?
• How will you ensure your project meets their needs?

About your returners



What extra support will your target employer(s) require in recruiting 
and supporting returners and how will you provide this?
• SME
• Outside of London
• Weak track record in supporting returners (including retail; law; tech and 

telecoms; STEM employers and creative industries)

• What considerations have you made for this specific group of 
employers?

• How will you ensure your project meets their needs?

Securing involvement
• If you haven’t secured employers yet, you need to clearly set out a 

logical, realistic plan for doing so
• You need to give us confidence that this plan is realistic and achievable

About your employers



How will you ensure quality assurance/control of  your 
partners/employers?
• You will be solely responsible for the delivery of this project and Rocket 

Science UK as the administrator and Government will hold you to 
account for partners’ delivery

• We need to be certain that you can manage delivery through partners

Partnership working



How will you ensure SQW have access to employers and returners 
for the evaluation, whilst also conforming to the General Data 
Protection Regulation?
• Evaluation is fundamentally critical to this programme and grant 

agreement letters will be drafted to reflect this
• You need to instil confidence in assessors that you have considered 

evaluation throughout the design of your project and are contributing to 
the development of the returners evidence base

How would your organisation use the outcomes of the Returners 
Fund evaluation, including your individual project report, to enhance 
your future work?
• This is impetus funding to stoke the market and have a long term impact 

on the availability of support and opportunities for returners and 
employers of returners

Impact and evaluation



For your project to be scaled up to support an increased number of 
returners and employers, what pre-conditions or critical success 
factors do you think need to be in place?
• At an operational level, what do you need to get in place to scale this 

project up?
• What considerations have you made for this?
• Excluding central Government funding

For your project to be replicable in other areas, with other target 
groups of returners, and/or by other project leads, what pre-
conditions or critical success factors do you think need to be in 
place?
• What do you need to do to make this project suitable for other groups?
• What considerations have you made for this?
• How will you put this in place?

Sustainability and replicability
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Weighting and Scoring

Section Name Weighting
1 Declaration
2 Your Organisation
3 Financial Information
4 Your Project 20%
5 About Your Returners 15%
6 About Your Employers 15%
7 Budget 15%
8 Partnership Working 5%
9 Sustainability and Replication 15%
10 Impact and Evaluation 15%



Evaluation of the Returner Fund

The importance of evaluation
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Agenda

 Introduction to SQW 
 Monitoring data
 Developing a logic model
 Evaluation data
 What nexts
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Prologue - Introducing SQW

 Consultancy with expertise in professional development and 
employability support/training

 Work extensively across UK on evaluation research associated 
with skills, transitions and economic development

40 consultants

4 offices
• Manchester 
• London
• Cambridge
• Edinburgh

4 main policy-
related areas
• Transitions, employability and 

social mobility
• Personalisation 
• Innovation 
• Spatial development

3 main client groups
• UK public sector – national and local
• Higher education and private sector
• International – European Commission and more broadly

3 broad service 
offers across 
the delivery 
cycle:
• Socio-economic 

analysis and research
• Strategy development, 

partnership building and 
action planning

• Appraisal, evaluation 
and impact assessment



Evaluation of the Returners Fund

 The Government Equalities Office requires an evaluation 
that: 
 includes all projects supported by the Fund
 expands their evidence base about potential need for 

intervention
 identifies best practice in working with employers, training 

providers and returners 

 SQW will undertake an external evaluation of all funded 
projects 

 SQW will support applicants to ensure that all funded 
projects will provide sound evaluation findings
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Specifically… Impact and evaluation section

 How will you ensure SQW have access to employers 
and returners for the evaluation, whilst also conforming 
to the General Data Protection Regulation?

 Are there any barriers to participating in SQW’s external 
evaluation research? 

 As part of the application process, we would like you to 
create a logic model for your project

 What additional evaluation processes have you 
considered to measure track the impact of the project? 
 Inc.. what monitoring data do you intend to gather at the various 

stages of the project
 How would your organisation use the outcomes of the 

Returners Fund evaluation

24



MONITORING DATA

25



Monitoring data

 Monitoring data is needed for grant management
 Has the project worked with the number of returners they said 

they would?
 Has the project worked with the number of employers they said 

they would?

 Monitoring data is needed as the foundation for 
evaluation research
 How many returners with particular characteristics have 

participated? What type of intervention has each completed?
 How many employers with particular characteristics have 

participated?  What type of intervention has each completed?
 (then we can look for associations between activities and outputs 

or outcomes) 
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DEVELOPING A LOGIC MODEL
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What is the policy position relevant 
to the theme of interest?  

What is the scale of need/unmet 
need in the area in which this 
project will operate?

What is the reasoning and evidence 
for taking the approach?

Why this is more effective than 
doing nothing – or the business as 
usual way of addressing these 
issues

What is the key premise of the 
programme  – what is its purpose? 

What is the project hoping to 
achieve?

These are the 
things that the 
project will do to 
achieve its aims 
and  objectives.

e.g. Recruit X 
number of 
employers from 
the telecoms 
sector

e.g. run a social 
media and 
traditional media 
campaign to 
recruit returners 
etc.

Quantify the 
number of 
outputs the 
project will aim 
to deliver:

For example-

50 mentoring 
sessions

10 returners 
trained in job-
search skills

25 SMEs 
attending 
training over 2 
days

Medium-term 
outcomes

Outcomes can be 
thought of as 
proxy indicators of 
change, that lead 
towards the 
impacts expected.

Is it possible to 
link the outputs to 
outcomes? 
Long-term outcomes 
or impacts

Impacts should 
link back to the 
Context and 
Rationale section.  
To what extent 
has this been 
achieved?

Strategy and design Delivery Benefits

Context and rationale

Aims and objectives

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes

What are the key 
inputs and who 
provides these?

These will 
probably be a 
mixture of in-kind 
inputs and direct 
costs; revenue 
and capital costs; 
set up and steady 
state inputs.

What needs to be 
resourced/provid
ed in order for the 
programme to be 
realised?

Evaluation evidence : what works, why and how?



Labour market context
- Individuals returning to work following an 

extended break from paid work for a caring 
responsibility (returners) face multiple 
barriers and consequently, many return to 
roles at a level and/or pay that is not 
commensurate with their experience.

- At the same time, employers report lack of 
candidates with the necessary skills / 
experience.

- Analysis shows nearly 9 in 10 of those out 
of work looking after home and family are 
women. Women are therefore 
disproportionately effected by the returner 
wage penalty, thus impacting on the gender 
pay gap.

Rationale for the project 
- A pilot fund to create opportunities for 

returners and employers can help address 
this for certain groups or places. A learning 
strand will capture what works for both 
returners and employers to inform future 
policy.

1. Fund and evaluate up to 18 projects 
creating new support for returners across 
sectors, demographics and regions, 
increasing opportunities for them to secure 
work at a level commensurate with their skills 
and experience.
2. Increase understanding of the barriers and 
enablers for both returners and employers.  
Learn the best ways of overcoming these 
challenges, and the benefits to employers 
and returners of doing so.

£1.5 million funding up 
to 18 trial interventions 
delivered through a 
funding application 
round in Spring 2018, 
a second in Summer 
2018.

Grant management 
from Rocket Science 
with activation and 
publicity from ERSA.

SQW evaluation 
advice and support.

Match funding or in-
kind support secured 
by providers delivering 
interventions.

Background research 
to inform design of the 
Fund: Qualitative 
research with 
employers on ‘what 
works’; Quantitative 
analysis on returner 
demographics; Call for 
evidence.

Interventions 
delivered by up to 
18 providers.

Some projects to 
target; Returners 
outside of London; 
Non-graduate/non-
professional 
returners; BAME, 
disabled and older 
workers; Returners 
out of work for 10+ 
years

Some projects 
working with target 
sectors. 

Interventions 
including returner 
programmes; 
training needs 
analysis; training; 
coaching and 
mentoring.

Monitoring and 
reporting.

Grant management.

Active & continuous 
participation in 
evaluation research. 

Number and types of 
returners completing a 
paid employment
placement as part of 
the programme. 

Number of returners 
entering paid work and 
staying in paid work. 

Number and types of 
employers enrolled, 
engaged and 
completing a 
programme.

Number and type of 
returners supported to 
overcome practical and 
skill barriers. 

Number and types of 
employers supported to 
change recruitment 
and job design 
practices.

Opportunities created 
across England.

Evaluation report for 
each project 
highlighting what works 
and barriers to 
success.

Medium-term 
outcomes

Returners supported 
into secure work at a 
level commensurate 
with their skills.

Funded projects 
demonstrate potential 
sustainability and 
scalability and 
replicability.

Improved employer 
recruitment processes 
and awareness of 
both returners’ support 
needs and their value.

Improved evidence 
base on ‘what works’, 
being accessed by 
employers.

Long-term outcomes

Reduction in returner 
unemployment /under 
employment.

Higher business 
productivity, reduction 
in skills shortages.

Increasing 
opportunities in the 
labour market for 
returners‘.

Programme objectives

Outputs

Strategy and design Delivery Benefits

InputsContext and rationale OutcomesActivities

Value adding | External Factors 



Strategy and design

Labour market context
- Individuals returning to work following an extended break from paid work for a caring 

responsibility (returners) face multiple barriers and consequently, many return to roles 
at a level and/or pay that is not commensurate with their experience.

- At the same time, employers report lack of candidates with the necessary skills / 
experience.

- Analysis shows nearly 9 in 10 of those out of work looking after home and family are 
women. Women are therefore disproportionately effected by the returner wage penalty, 
thus impacting on the gender pay gap.

Rationale for the project 
- A pilot fund to create opportunities for returners and employers can help address 

this for certain groups or places. A learning strand will capture what works for both 
returners and employers to inform future policy.

Programme objectives
- Fund and evaluate up to 18 projects creating new support for returners across 

sectors, demographics and regions, increasing opportunities for them to secure work at 
a level commensurate with their skills and experience.

- Increase understanding of the barriers and enablers for both returners and 
employers.  Learn the best ways of overcoming these challenges, and the benefits to 
employers and returners of doing so.
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Delivery

Inputs
£1.5 million funding up to 18 trial 
interventions delivered through a 
funding application round in Spring 
2018, a second in Summer 2018.

Grant management from Rocket 
Science with activation and publicity 
from ERSA.

SQW evaluation advice and support.

Match funding or in-kind support 
secured by providers delivering 
interventions.

Background research to inform design 
of the Fund: Qualitative research with 
employers on ‘what works’; 
Quantitative analysis on returner 
demographics; Call for evidence.

Activities
Interventions delivered by up to 18 
providers.
Some projects to target; Returners 
outside of London; Non-
graduate/non-professional returners; 
BAME, disabled and older workers; 
Returners out of work for 10+ years
Some projects working with target 
sectors. 
Interventions including returner 
programmes; training needs analysis; 
training; coaching and mentoring.
Monitoring and reporting.
Grant management.
Active & continuous participation in 
evaluation research
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Benefits

Outputs
 Number and types of returners participating 

in an activity
 Number and type of returners supported to 

overcome practical and skill barriers. 
 Number and types of returners completing a 

paid employment placement as part of the 
programme. 

 Number of returners entering paid work and 
staying in paid work. 

 Number and types of employers enrolled, 
engaged and completing a programme.

 Number and types of employers supported 
to change recruitment and job design 
practices.

 Opportunities created across England.
 Evaluation report for each project 

highlighting what works and barriers to 
success.

Outcomes
Medium-term outcomes
 Returners supported into secure work at a 

level commensurate with their skills.
 Funded projects demonstrate potential 

sustainability and scalability and replicability.

 Improved employer recruitment processes 
and awareness of both returners’ support 
needs and their value.

 Improved evidence base on ‘what works’, 
being accessed by employers.

Long-term outcomes

 Reduction in returner unemployment /under 
employment.

 Higher business productivity, reduction in 
skills shortages.

 Increasing opportunities in the labour market 
for returners‘
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Issues affecting project delivery and benefits 

External factors

Affecting returners 
e.g.
• Continuing care 

responsibilities.
• Support issues.
• Financial issues.
• Family health.
• Personal health.
• Transport issues.

Affecting 
employers e.g. 
• Changes to markets.
• Different management 

priorities.
• Business restructure.
• Lack of resources.
• Gender pay gap 

reporting 
requirements

Affecting context 
e.g.
• Changing economic 

context.
• Labour market 

change.
• Local physical 

developments.
• Technological change.
• Policy changes.

Value added

Examples:
• Relationships between 

providers.
• Research base.
• Marketing and social 

media presence.
• Buildings and other 

facilities.
• IT structures and admin 

systems.



EVALUATION DATA
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Each project will support data collection…

Management 
Information
• Standard 

requirements
• Reported to 

RSUK
• Shared with 

SQW

Feedback 
from 
businesses
• E-survey at the 

start and at the 
end of the 
project

• Facilitate some 
phone 
interviews

Feedback 
from returners
• E-survey at the 

start and at the 
end of the 
project

• Facilitate some 
phone 
interviews

Host a case 
study 
• Mid-way through 

the project
• Researchers to 

speak with 
management 
team and 
participants

35

SQW will prepare an evaluation report for GEO on each 
project, and each project will see their own report



WHAT NEXT?
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How will funded projects work with SQW?

 Support in the application phase to:

 Construct an evaluation approach around your planned project

 Discuss how to integrate the evaluation methods with your 
management systems

 Share any logic models you have developed for the project for 
critical friend review

 Outline approaches to achieve informed consent from 
participants to participate in the evaluation
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Next steps

 Today’s appointments or initial conversation

 Agree level of support
 Tutoring
 Coaching
 Critical friend

 Allocate to a consultant
 Initial contact and conversation by 3rd May
 Completion by 17th May (latest!)

38
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Contact

Dr Jo Hutchinson

Managing Consultant

SQW

t.  0161 475 2116

e. jhutchinson@sqw.co.uk

w. www.sqw.co.uk

Peter Farrar

Managing Consultant

SQW

t. 0207 391 4100

e. pfarrar@sqw.co.uk

w. www.sqw.co.uk

mailto:jhutchinson@sqw.co.uk
http://www.sqw.co.uk/
mailto:jhutchinson@sqw.co.uk
http://www.sqw.co.uk/


Theory to be tested

 For returners
 Returners require a short, focussed and supported intervention 

that is personalised to their circumstances.  The intervention will 
be tailored to their needs and will give them the opportunity, 
skills and motivation to re-enter the labour market and secure 
meaningful paid employment that uses their skills.  

 For employers
 Employers need the tools and time to rethink their recruitment 

policies and practices and find creative and cost-effective ways 
to address their skills needs. Adapting practices to additionally 
suit returners is an effective way to do this.  

 For providers
 A relationship broker or intermediary is necessary to address the 

current shortcomings in the working of the labour market and 
bring returners and employers into the same productive space.
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