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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This report presents the results of the external evaluation carried out by Middlesex 

University and Dan Gregory of School for Social Entrepreneurs’ Right to Request 

Programme. This programme aimed to support leaders of spin outs from the National 

Health Service, part of the Department of Health’s Right to Request policy.  

The support was provided to 17 leaders of spin outs who attended 6 two day residential 

sessions, hearing from expert witnesses drawn from those with experience of the area, 

and through group discussions in action learning sets.  

The evaluation is based on interviews with eleven of the participants and seven people 

involved in setting up or delivering the support.  

 

Effectiveness and suitability of the methodology:  

• Participants valued the content of the programme with its emphasis on soft 

skills for leadership and raising issues that had not been covered in other 

courses. However, technical skills were also addressed within the programme 

and through linking to new networks.  

• The facilitated discussion and action learning sets were appreciated by all 

participants interviewed. The input of the expert witnesses was considered 

valuable and provocative. The networking with the other participants and the 

expert witnesses was also considered a major benefit. 

 

Impact on participants: 

• The participants were in the early stages of spinning out and benefited from 

confidence building and reassurance that others were facing similar issues. 

• The programme was also able to address issues related to the cultural changes 

being experienced, particularly regarding running an organisation and having an 

‘enterprise mentality’. 

• The impact on participants though building a network was also reported. The 

links to others and the development of networks was considered a useful 

resource for the future and was being drawn on by participants. 

 

Impact on organisations and the transition process: 

• Five of the eleven participants interviewed stated that they would not have spun 

out without the programme. The remainder stated that the process of spinning 

out would have been more difficult, more stressful or would have taken longer.  

• The programme also impacted on organisations through giving advice on 

governance, and providing negotiating skills that resulted in two organisations 

reporting that they had been able to reduce key costs.  

• The emphasis on soft skills was reported to have an impact on leadership skills 

and organisational values, related to both entrepreneurialism and social value.  
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Learning and recommendations 

The approach and methodology: 

• The SSE, the Government, emerging Right to Provide social enterprises and 

others with a vested interest in the success of social enterprise spin-outs should 

consider how similar programmes of cultural support could be rolled out and 

funded in future  

• The SSE and participants should consider how participants’ networks can be 

maintained, built upon and leveraged for wider benefit. 

•  The design of any future SSE offer should consider whether a similar 

programme would work as effectively for larger spin-outs and for participants at 

different stages on the transition journey.  

• Expert witnesses need to balance challenging participants without giving too big 

a cultural shock. 

 

Delivery in the future 

• The SSE should explore the viability of follow up’ action learning sessions ‘one 

year on’. 

• Any future programmes could be delivered in regional groupings. 

• Any future programme should consider ways to ensure participants are as 

comfortable as possible in addressing personal weaknesses in front of a group, 

and how a one-to-one format may support this. 

• Alternative ways of funding similar programmes should be explored by SSE, 

Government and others with a vested interest in the success of spin-out social 

enterprises, perhaps through greater collaboration with funders and business 

support providers. 

 
Wider implications and opportunities: 

• The SSE should closely follow the development of the emerging Mutual Support 

Programme from the Cabinet Office. 

• The design of any future programme should consider the balance between a 

specific and generic focus, particularly as future spin-out cohorts may come 

from a wider range of service areas 

• The SSE should capitalise on the benefits of the programme relative to other 

offers in the market. The unique selling point is the combination of providing soft 

skills and cultural change combined with satisfying the considerable demand for 

hard expertise particular to the spin-out journey.  
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The evaluation 

This report presents the findings of the research undertaken to evaluate the School for 

Social Entrepreneurs’ (SSE) Right to Request Programme. The programme was 

commissioned by the Department of Health and aimed to support leaders of potential 

spin outs from the National Health Service. 

This evaluation examines the efficacy and effect of the programme’s approach and 

methodology on the group of social entrepreneurs who undertook the programme. It 

explores whether, and if so, how the programme has helped social entrepreneurs to 

embrace the cultural shift and develop the skills that are needed to meet the challenges 

of establishing, leading and managing a spun-out social enterprise.  It also examines 

how those in the process of spinning out cope with the cultural issues of shifting to 

social enterprises from the public sector.  

The study was carried out by the evaluation team at the Centre for Enterprise and 

Economic Development Research (CEEDR) - Middlesex University, and Dan Gregory 

of Common Capital, and builds upon the work of previous external evaluations.  

The Right to Request programme from SSE builds on their previous work of using 

action learning-based programmes of personal and organisational development. These 

approaches have been developed since it foundation in 1997 by serial social 

entrepreneur Michael Young, supporting over 800 social entrepreneurs (SSE, 2011a). 

 

1.2 Policy context and rationale for policy intervention 
 

The Right to Request scheme was introduced by the Labour Government in November 

2008 as part of the on-going process of modernisation and reform of the health sector. 

The scheme has been embraced and continued by the Conservative-Liberal 

Democratic Coalition government. The policy has been extended into other areas of 

public services as part of the overall programme of public service reforms, under the 

badge of the ‘Right to Provide’ scheme (DoH, 2008). 

 

The Department of Health’s guide ‘Social Enterprise – Making a Difference: A guide to 

the ‘Right to Request’’, and related policy support from the DH’s Social Enterprise Unit, 

represented a new phase for the NHS’s commitment to social enterprise as providers 

of public services in the health and social care sector (Miller and Millar, 2010). The 

scheme is part of a wider vision for the future of the NHS as set out in ‘High Quality 

Care For All: NHS Next Stage Review Final Report’ published in June 2008. 

 

As established in the guide, the scheme ‘aims to support NHS staff who are thinking of 

taking up the ‘right to request’ and setting up a social enterprise to deliver healthcare 
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services to NHS patients’ (DoH, 2008:5). The guide specifically tries to answer some 

questions that NHS staff may have about setting up a social enterprise, setting out 

some of the benefits, risks and challenges involved, and helping individuals and groups 

to decide whether social enterprise ventures are the right decision for them.  

 

Miller and Millar (2010) highlight that a key assumption that underpins the scheme is 

that NHS staff have a better understanding of patients’ needs and how to meet them 

and that the creation of social enterprise will give frontline NHS staff the opportunity to 

innovate and redesign services that are more responsive to the needs of the 

communities and individuals they serve.  Anecdotal evidence from case studies 

supports this but there has been no rigorous evaluation of the impact of spin outs on 

health services or on health outcomes to date. But the programme is still in its infancy 

with only around half of the 50 or so ‘spin-outs’ having launched at the time of writing. 

 

The Government’s commitment to the Right to Request was underpinned by a number 

of formal and informal policy interventions (sometimes called ‘enablers’ and 

entitlements’) to support those exercising their Right to Request. These support 

mechanisms included: 

 

• The ability for NHS staff who are transferred to social enterprises to retain their 

membership of the NHS Pension Scheme while they work on NHS funded 

services 

• The offer of an uncontested contract for up to three years, after which they 

would be tendered openly, and longer five year overall contracts with a phased 

approach to tendering specific services 

• Access to business support services and start up finance through the 

Department of Health’s Social Enterprise Investment Fund (SEIF), part of which 

is specifically designed to support people that want to deliver ‘spin out’ or 

alternative provision of NHS services through a social enterprise. 

• Support from officials within DH’s Social Enterprise Unit, including one-to-one 

support, workshops, facilitation of negotiations with SHAs and others, etc.  

 

Within this context, a gap in the support provided was identified by the Department of 

Health relating to the practical and ‘cultural’ (as oppose to technical) challenges faced 

by entrepreneurs in establishing, leading and managing functional spun-out social 

enterprises. The School for Social Entrepreneurs Right to Request Programme was 

thus conceived to fill this gap in start-up spin outs service provision and help nascent 

entrepreneurs to make the transition from being part of the public sector to being a 

social entrepreneur, leading an independent healthcare spin out organisation outside of 

the public sector. 
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1.3 School for Social Entrepreneurs (SSE) Right to Request 

Programme 

Between December 2010 and April 2011, the School for Social Entrepreneurs 

developed and delivered a specific-tailored action learning programme for aspiring 

social entrepreneurs participating in the Department of Health’s Right to Request 

scheme. 

 

Through collaboration with the Department of Health, SSE recruited 17 participants 

from various parts of the NHS landscape with different areas of expertise, who were at 

varying stages of the journey to becoming functional spun-out social enterprises. 

Participants recruited were front-line staff mainly within Primary Care Trusts, working in 

community health services, specialist teams or GP practices. 

 

The aim of the programme was to help individuals leading the spin out process to ‘meet 

the challenges of establishing, leading and managing a social enterprise’. This was to 

cover both practical skills and experiential know-how. The inputs came from facilitators, 

‘witnesses’ and expert practitioners who could draw on their experiences of leadership 

and the spin out start-up process.  

 

The programme’s methodology comprised nine days of learning which were split 

between three 2-day learning blocks, and three action learning sets. As with core SSE 

programmes, the learning was based around hearing from practitioners (or ‘expert 

witnesses’) with additional collective reflection and group work (notably, role playing 

games such as pitching to commissioners for contracts). Each learning block was 

themed as follows:  

 

1) Leadership, mission, context;  

2) Sales, marketing, money; and  

3) People, management, governance. 

 

Through the intervention of ‘expert witnesses’ (9 in total – 3 per each of the three 

learning blocks), SSE expected that Right to Request participants would confront the 

likely challenges facing spin-outs from the NHS. Specific attention was given to cultural 

challenges of changes enforced when moving from a public sector to an independent 

organisation as well as the move from reliance on a single contract, with a single 

commissioner, to facing the exposure to open markets. 

 

SSE intended that the action learning sets provided time for reflection amidst 

demanding working schedules in order to allow participants to recognise their personal 

strengths and identify behaviours and characteristics they wish to develop. The three 

action learning sets comprised small groups of 5 and 6 Right to Request Participants 

each and were facilitated by different experts in the field. The proposed strategy was 
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expected to contribute to the creation of a peer support network for participants 

drawing on their combined expertise and experience as practitioners in the field.  

 

Early internal appraisal of the programme (generated via feedback forms which were 

distributed among the participants at the end of each of the three learning blocks and 

learning sets) showed that the SSE’s Right to Request Programme was perceived as 

an ‘extremely positive’ experience. The overall average feedback for the witness 

sessions was greater than 8.5 out of 10 (the maximum value assigned to the sessions) 

SSE, 2011b). 

 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The evaluation was carried out in five interrelated stages: 

 

I. Review of existing evaluations and School for Social Entrepreneurs data. 

The analysis of secondary sources was conducted in order to fine tune the 

evaluation and build on existing evidence. 

II. Interviews with seven SSE Right to Request Programme’s stakeholders. 

Stakeholder analysis was conducted to identify the different theories of 

change that exists in relation to the success of the Programme and to 

assess the impact of the Programme and lessons learned from the 

experience from the perspective of its stakeholders. 

III. Interviews with all participants to the SSE Right to Request Programme who 

could be contacted (eleven in total) in order to assess the efficacy and 

effects of the SSE’s approach and methodology on this specific group of 

social entrepreneurs. 

IV. Analysis of interview data to evaluate the overall performance of the SSE 

Right to Request Programme. 

V. Report writing and development of recommend future courses of action by 

SSE and other providers.  
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3.  MAIN FINDINGS 

The main findings of this study are presented below. The section combines the views 

of stakeholders and participants of the School for Social Entrepreneurs Right to 

Request Programme.There was considerable consensus and shared understanding 

among stakeholders of the intended impact of the programme on the participants. 

 

 

3.1 Effectiveness and suitability of the SSE methodology 

 

3.1.1  Content of the programme 

Interviewees spoke consistently of the how the programme helped them to develop‘ 

soft’ skills for leadership. In particular, they repeatedly highlighted the role of the 

programme in: 

 

• building confidence, resilience, self-esteem, persistency, buoyancy and 

strength; 

• development of listening and negotiating skills; and 

• the building networks and peer support groups. 

 

The content was therefore focussed on cultural issues which participants stated were  

“important”, “essential”, or “critical” and could  be forgotten in other  support 

interventions.  

 

The content was also focused on the specific needs of those starting up spin-out 

enterprises and the programme’s focus on the specific needs of embryonic R2R social 

enterprises was seen by participants as innovative and unique. In particular, the 

content allowed people to understand where their knowledge gaps were. As one 

participant put it: “It helped people understand what they didn’t know they didn’t know”. 

 

There was also common recognition that ‘hard’ skills were part of the picture, albeit of a 

lesser significance, as a secondary - or even unintended but perhaps inevitable - 

impact that should be acknowledged. For example, guidance on the Right to Request 

journey and alerting participants to issues to which they would have otherwise been 

unaware. However, a number of stakeholders interviewed stated that developing 

knowledge of the technical, legal and financial aspects of the spin-out journey had not 

been explicit intentions of the programme. Technical support came through the 

programme activity itself or by putting participants in touch with those with the technical 

answers. 
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3.1.2  Delivery of the programme 

There was a shared general view that the programme was exceptionally well delivered 

and that this not only reflects the robustness of the approach (cultural dimension) and 

methodology (action learning) but the individual characteristics and skills of those 

individuals who were in charge of the process, chairing the learning sessions, and 

developing the learning tools and techniques. 

 

Stakeholders involved in the programme delivery felt participants were very engaged,  

with descriptions of their involvement as “buzzy”, “hungry” and “couldn’t get enough”.  

Further evidence of the effectiveness of delivery came from feedback directly after the 

programme. There was an element of surprise at the feedback which was reported to 

be “phenomenal” and “overwhelming”; interviewees reported that participants “wanted 

to carry on and not disband”. 

 

The delivery style was perceived to be interactive and very well facilitated. One 

participant stated: ‘the people who run the course had a good understanding of our 

needs as Chairs of new organisations, and they also knew how to meet these needs 

through the course’. It was also reported that the course “covered a lot of ground in an 

intense period”.  

 

The approach of facilitating discussions and action learning sets was appreciated. The 

participants appreciated the varied approach which did not preach but provided an 

opportunity to learn and develop skills. This put people in a position to share 

knowledge, skills and experience and was reported by one participant to be “hugely 

supportive” and another stated that it “provided a supportive environment”.  

 

The use of expert witnesses was considered “critical” as it introduced participants to 

those with first-hand experience.  Learning from a very diverse group of experiences 

and individuals was considered as very ‘useful’, ‘motivating’, ‘inspirational’ and 

challenging by the SSE Right to Request cohort at large. Another participant observed: 

“the course was interactive and gave first-hand access to experience and relevant 

information which I now refer back to. The witnesses in particular.” However some 

participants found specific speakers overly confrontational and harder to relate to. 

 

The involvement of the speakers or witnesses in the group discussions was particularly 

valued. A positive view was expressed in relation to group reflection through which 

participants had the chance to ask specific questions to the experts, get feedback and 

defend their views. The role plays that involved pitching to a panel of experts and 

receiving feedback was widely recognised by the interviewees as an important and 

innovative tool which enhanced the learning experience. One participant stated: 
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“The exposure we had to experts and their experiences......this was motivating for us. 

One had the chance to bring the experts into situation for example through role play 

games and you were allowed to ask the questions one wanted to ask. This is really 

action learning. It is like acupuncture: you can put the nail in the right place, you can 

ask questions to organisations and the experts which are specific to your organisation.” 

 

The facilitated process and action learning sets had an emphasis on peer-to-peer 

learning and enabled networking opportunities. The residential element of the course 

helped build these relationships. The benefits of networking with ‘high profile 

entrepreneurs’ was also mentioned. One participant reported that a unique element of 

the programme was: 

“the networking side and contacts that we made through the Programme, with people 

who either undertook or where undertaking the same journey that we did’. 

 

3.2  The impact on participants 

 

The large majority of the interviewees (9 in total) responded that the programme’s 

overall approach, methodology and delivery were ‘Very Effective’ (the other two 

participants assessed the programme as ‘effective’). The stakeholders were also found 

to be unanimous in their view that the programme had been ‘very effective’.  

 

3.2.1  Confidence building 

 

The most commonly cited benefit was ‘confidence building’. Examples of the effect of 

this  confidence were given: 

 

• One interviewee close to the group but not involved in delivering the 

programme reported that the participants subsequently seemed “stronger and 

more focused” and while it was difficult to attribute this to the programme 

directly, that feedback suggested it had made a difference. 

• Another participant reported that their “confidence had grown as a result of the 

programme”.  

Other observations collected were:  

• has helped me “make decisions whereas before I didn’t” 

• “gave me a sense of my responsibility” 

• “showed me that it is do-able” 

• ‘I can now talk about businesses and pitch in front of important people’ 

 

Stakeholders supporting the programme also noted similar impacts. Interviewees 

suggested the programme would have given participants confidence and negotiating 
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skills, awareness of the politics of the transition process and reassurance that they 

were not alone on their journeys.  

 

Negotiation skills were also built up through having more confidence, allowing the 

individuals to achieve better outcomes in deal-making. (This issue is examined in more 

detail in the section on organisational benefits).  

 

3.2.2  Creating a different mentality 

The programme has had an impact on participants through introducing them to 

different ways of organising and running services. One participant stated that “I 

suppose I feel more confident and I can now talk about businesses”. Others referred to 

the cultural changes they had experienced:  

 

“The programme helped me to change the mind-set. It helped me to think in a different 

way, for example in relation to business. It taught me about business mentality. The 

programme boosted my confidence and also gave us managerial skills”. 

 

While the participants had much clinical and management experience from the working 

in the NHS, they were less aware of issues to do with running an organisation, 

generating business and being entrepreneurial. One stated: 

 

“The programme opened my eyes to things that I have not thought through before, 

particularly in relation to business related issues concerning Primary Care which are 

new for me and never thought of prior to the course”. 

 

3.2.3 Building a network 

The programme has provided access to ‘peer-to-peer learning’ and networking 

opportunities. This networking was also important for reducing the sense of isolation 

felt by many participants. The links to others was particularly important for those 

struggling to convince senior staff and colleagues in the parent body about the potential 

for the spin-out.  

 

One participant saw these networks as a valuable resource for the future: 

 

“I had the opportunity to meet colleagues that are at the same stage as me in the 

setting up of a new organisation as well as other people who already had the 

experience of setting up Community Interest Companies as they went through the 

process already. These networks are a very important resource for us which can be 

very useful in the future for our careers”. 
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Evidence of this on-going benefit can be seen by the continued links between 

participants even after the end of the course, with reports of participants ringing each 

other and using the network to source information. Stakeholders supporting the 

programme also noted the important benefits for participants from using other’s 

experience to help them navigate the transition process. 

 

3.3  Impact on organisations and the transition process 

 

There was a common understanding among stakeholders of the intended impact on 

the participants’ organisations - in terms of contributing to meeting the challenges of 

establishing, leading and managing organisations and generating tangible next steps in 

developing the entrepreneurs’ work in the organisation. In short, it echoed the School 

for Social Entrepreneurs’ wider theory of change – that a combination of personal 

support and development of leadership skills can help lead to the creation of more 

robust and sustainable organisations. 

 

In terms of the impact on organisations, stakeholders at large and some participants 

suggested this is a more difficult area to assess, particularly given the fact that some 

organisations have not yet officially launched as independent entities. However, for 

those Right to Requests that have not gone ahead, participants were able to show that 

the experience of the course had been fed into their wider work for other social 

enterprises, charities or within the public sector.  

 

Stakeholders with a view of other support programmes and other types of social 

entrepreneur were asked about the specific benefits of this programme. Most 

suggested that the transition process from public sector to social enterprise may be 

even lonelier, more pressurised and stressful than any other social entrepreneur’s 

journey. The process maybe subject to considerable external scrutiny from, for 

example, media and unions – all while social entrepreneurs are also holding down a 

stressful clinical ‘day job’. Furthermore it demands a significant cultural change - with 

shifts from jobs with years of job stability and predictable professional careers to jobs 

operating in a less secure and increasingly unpredictable funding environment. So the 

aims of the programme to instil confidence and resilience, provide space for reflection 

and the chance to admit and address gaps in their skills and knowledge, was 

particularly suited to the Right to Request cohort.  

 

Stakeholders were agreed that this did not mean the intention of the programme was to 

‘get people through’ the transition process. But it was intended to give them a better 

chance and to help them reflect upon the nature of what they were doing and why they 

were doing so. 
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3.3.1  Facilitating start-up 

When asked ‘what evidence do you have to say that the programme was very 

effective’, one participant responded: ‘I wouldn’t be here [as a manager director of a 

social enterprise] without the programme. My evidence is that we successfully 

managed to separate from the NHS thanks to the programme’ 

 

This demonstrates the additionality of the programme, and provides evidence of the 

specific impact following the participants’ involvement.  Two main types of responses in 

relation to the additionality of the SSE Right to Request programme were observed. 

The first group relates to those participants (5 in total) who admitted that they ‘would 

have not made it’ for them without the programme. The second refers to the 

participants who said that, without the programme, they ‘would have probably made it’ 

but the process would have been ‘a lot more stressful’ or would have been ‘much more 

difficult’ or would have take ‘much longer’ than it has been or taken. Participants 

reporting that the programme was a significant factor in their transition journey, also 

reported that: 

 

• “it was one of the things that kept us going”; 

• “I now refer back to those times when I look for solutions”; 

•  “persistence has been effective ..... we wouldn’t be where we are if we hadn’t 

persisted”; 

• ““people were on the verge of packing it in and the support of the group kept 

them on course”; 

• “it showed why we were doing it and that it was worth it,... that it was tricky but 

worthwhile”; 

 

An important aspect of the perceived additionality of the programme was the fact that, 

again, it helped to boost their ‘confidence’ as leaders of a fledging new venture. This 

was highlighted by all of the participants interviewed and in some cases it has helped 

them to continue pursuing their entrepreneurial aspirations. In four cases this input was 

critical as the individuals were about to abandon their plans of setting up a new social 

enterprise as they felt that this was in impossible task. They felt ‘isolated’ and ‘not well 

understood’ and the programme and inspirational speeches given by experts witness 

were reassuring for them. 

 

Another participant also noted the role of emotional support and inspiration from the 

programme  in helping them to continue:  

 

‘We are in process of becoming a social enterprise. Within that context, the inspiration 

to carry on with what we were doing, the inspiration from other people who have made 

the journey was something we gained from the programme. The emotional support 

received in this sense. We would not be becoming a social enterprise in few weeks’ 
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time if we did not do the course. We would not be at the point we are at with the 

organisation [only three weeks away from launching it]’ 

 

3.3.2  Organisational effectiveness and growth 

For those participants who have continued with their projects, the support provided was 

reported to have an impact on their organisational development. One person stated:  

 

“The programme put us in the right direction particularly to find the right consultant to 

set up a board of trustees and write our business plan”.  

 

Another stated that they were subsequently able to call each other, share documents 

and learn from each other about different technical issues (such as Care Quality 

Commission registration).  

 

More solid evidence of the impact for organisations was provided by one participant 

who mentioned that ‘following a session on costs, we went back and spoke to suppliers 

and managed to negotiate a very substantial discount from them’ on the total bill. A 

female social entrepreneur felt that she was able to negotiate better deals for renting 

space and attributed part of this to what she had gained from the programme. 

 

There is limited evidence of growth of services for those that have started. One 

participant reported that they had attracted new contracts although the extent to which 

this would have happened without their involvement in the programme is not clear. One 

stakeholder involved in the course stated that it had “helped them express their social 

entrepreneurialism”. Another participant was more explicit concerning the impact of the 

programme on their organisational development: 

“The main contribution of the programme to the organisation was the idea of business 

development, developing our own business and possibly expanding our business. This 

is new for us. For example, we are now thinking of setting up charity spin-offs. We have 

not done it just yet but were are thinking already that having a charity will help our 

social enterprise to receive donations which can be used to help our service users” 

 

3.3.3  Organisational cultures and values 

The programme aimed to address cultural issues that were considered critical to the 

transition process from the public sector and that were often lacking in other courses 

and forms of support. This was mentioned by one participant who said:  

 

“the main evidence is the culture of the organisation. They taught us about the values 

that you want to have in your organisation. The change of the NHS culture in the new 

organisations was the focus of the expert witnesses’ talk. They gave us inspirational 

speeches and this has been critical for the organisation”. 
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One participant reported the changed values due to the programme: 

 

“I think the most important aspect gained is that the programme gave us a solid 

understanding of what social enterprise is, its values, etc., and how this is reflected into 

the organisation’s culture and the people that you hire. This was unique to the SSE 

programme. It allowed us to understand the need for new values and to adopt them. 

This [the new organisation set up] would not have happened without the programme. 

Any other spun-out organisation from the NHS is likely to keep the same NHS values – 

we changed our values thanks to the programme.” 

 

These values relate to both entrepreneurial culture and social values. One participant 

stated that “I now feel entrepreneurial and have created the beginnings of an 

entrepreneurial culture”. Another was focussing on social value and thinking of ways to 

maximise and measure their social impact:  

 

“They taught us about SROI [social return on investment]– which I didn’t know anything 

about. And now we are already thinking of how we are going to evaluate the work of 

the organisation once it officially launches in a few weeks’ time.” 

 

3.3.4  Leadership 

Linked to the building of confidence, two participants reported that the course had 

helped them build their leadership skills. Interviewees talked about how leaders can 

create a positive organisational culture, motivate staff, and how their capacity to share 

their skills and learning can have a transformational impact on others within the 

organisation.  

 

One person attending the programme made a link between their increased confidence 

as a leader and changes to the attitude of the staff: 

 

 “The staff have now got confidence. The programme was one element in a range of 

things that conspired to give me confidence as a leader. I wasn’t confident but the SSE 

programme was one of a number of interventions which has now made me see myself 

as a leader”. 

 

3.3.5  Technical knowledge 

The programme has also helped through providing technical knowledge and 

managerial skills. While not an explicit primary intention of the programme, participants 
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did come away with learning around finance, marketing, understanding TUPE1 and 

pensions. This comes through both the expert witnesses and the sharing of ideas with 

other participants. There were also reports of the programme supporting participants in 

their development of strategies and the preparation of their business plans (see 

Section 3.3.2).  

 

  

                                                             
1
The Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations (TUPE) is intended to preserve 

employees' terms and conditions when a business or undertaking, or part of one, is transferred to a new 
employer. In February 2006, the DTI published a response document summarising the outcome of the 
2005 consultation on draft TUPE Regulations. The revised Regulations were laid before Parliament on 7 
February, and the DTI has published an RIA on those new Regulations. A copy of the revised Regulations 
is available on the OPSI website. 
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4 LESSONS LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 

FUTURE PROGRAMME DESIGN 

 

This evaluation has found that the programme was widely praised by interviewees 

helping or even playing a pivotal role in enabling organisations to spin out. For those 

that have not spun out, benefits still accrued to the participants which can be applied in 

their other work.  This section sets out the lessons learned and the recommendations 

related to the approach; the delivery; the wider implications and opportunities; and 

future evaluations.  

 

4.1  The approach and methodology 

This programme with its specific methodology was particularly relevant to spin-out 

social entrepreneurs as a result of the particular pressures on public sector spin-outs.  

The programme seems to be something which is needed, has its own niche which 

complements other vital offers such as finance provision, specialist advice and 

consultancy and information seminars.  

It also shows the importance of non-technical support for spin outs, particularly 

regarding the cultural change required for those leaving the public sector. Practical 

learning gained from experts and peer-to-peer learning have proven to be effective 

ways to support the development of these soft skills, that include confidence, and 

competence in negotiation and communication.  

The programme has also succeeded in developing a collaborative and interactive 

approach. . The building of social capital and networks through the group activities is a 

vital resource that the participants continue to benefit from. There is potential to build 

on this with continued learning for the cohort, and potential for other forms of 

collaboration such as join negotiations for some inputs such as insurance services, for 

example.  

The design of any future SSE offer should consider whether a similar programme 

would work as effectively for larger spin-outs and if so, how to develop either two 

different programmes or one which responded effectively to the diverse needs of small 

and large spin-outs.  

Equally, there is a need to consider how such a programme works for participants at 

different stages on the transition journey. Most participants felt that the programme was 

especially timely and came during a period of intense activity when support was 

needed. Two participants stated that they would have liked the support at an earlier 
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stage of their spin out process. However, working with those at earlier stages may be 

less cost effective as, for example, many may not progress to start up.  

 

The participants valued the expert witnesses but some voiced concern over the 

balance between challenging participants and giving too big a cultural shock. One 

speaker was perceived to be too challenging for those with the biggest cultural shift 

ahead of them. While these challenging views may have been a good test of their 

suitability to social entrepreneurship, this approach can not only become potentially 

disruptive for group dynamic but also act to discourage those lacking in confidence.  

Recommendations: 

• The SSE, the Government, emerging Right to Provide social enterprises and 

others with a vested interest in the success of social enterprise spin-outs should 

consider how similar programmes of cultural support could be rolled out and 

funded in future  

 

• The SSE and participants should consider how participants’ networks can be 

maintained, built upon and leveraged for wider benefit. 
 

•  The design of any future SSE offer should consider whether a similar 

programme would work as effectively for larger spin-outs and for participants at 

different stages on the transition journey.  
 

• Expert witnesses need to balance challenging participants without giving too big 

a cultural shock.  

 

4.2  Delivery 

 

Despite the fact that participants reported a very positive view in relation to the overall 

performance of the SSE Right to Request programme, they also acknowledge that the 

programme could be improved and strengthened. Two main areas of improvements 

were articulated by the interviewees: ‘follow up’ learning sessions’ and ‘venue/location’ 

for the programme.  

 

Once organisations have been established, participants (as leaders of new 

organisations) will face new challenges which will need to be addressed accordingly. 

Four interviewed participants called for further action learning sets. ‘One year on’ follow 

up sessions related to developmental needs and specific problems arising during the 

first year, were suggested as a very valuable resource that entrepreneurs could draw 
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upon if provided by SSE. These might be focused upon specific needs such as winning 

new tenders and competing for contract renewal.  The extension of the programme 

over a longer period would require more learning sets, continuing the formal networking 

and peer-to-peer work, etc.  

 

The location of the programme was not convenient for all participants. A group of 

interviewees (3 out of the 11 participants interviewed) pointed out that the programme 

could have been delivered in different parts of the country e.g. through a north and 

south split. Commuting and transport were a challenge for some participants, 

particularly those travelling from the Midlands and the North of England to London at 

the end of a week. This could also give a local focus to the discussion and reflection, 

but the groups would need to be large enough to provide diversity of experience and 

maintain the quality of interaction. 

The action learning sets were very well regarded by all participants. However, concerns 

were raised with regard to addressing personal issues (notably ‘weaknesses’) in the 

learning sessions, as some participants may feel more vulnerable when discussing 

weaknesses in front of a group of people they have just met. There is also an issue of 

the cost of running such a programme in future, particularly when there is a residential 

element.  

Participants suggested that learning sessions can be delivered by either spun out 

social entrepreneurs who have successfully transited the first year of operation or more 

experienced individuals with different types of expertise. It was also suggested that as 

a complement to the action learning sets, there could be more mentoring on a one-to-

one basis. 

 

While public sector cuts will mean less funding available, alternative ways of funding 

this type of support may need to be identified. The funding from the Department of 

Health ensured that the programme was affordable to participants who would be 

unlikely to pay for residential Action Learning Sets themselves. There are opportunities 

to work with other providers of support (such as lawyers or accountants specialising in 

Right to Request organisations) who might be able to sponsor the programme. 

There is also potential for greater collaboration and integration with other support 

providers, such as the Social Investment Business and Local Partnerships who 

manage the Social Enterprise Investment Fund. 

Recommendations: 

• The SSE should explore the viability of follow up’ action learning sessions ‘one 

year on’. 

• Any future programmes could be delivered in regional groupings. 
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• Any future programme should consider ways to ensure participants are as 

comfortable as possible in addressing personal weaknesses in front of a group, 

and how a one-to-one format may support this. 

• Alternative ways of funding similar programmes should be explored by SSE, 

Government and others with a vested interest in the success of spin-out social 

enterprises, perhaps through greater collaboration with funders and business 

support providers. 

 

 

4.3 Wider implications and opportunities 

The future activity of SSE in this area should also take into account the extent to which 

policymakers working on the mutualism agenda are  considering the challenges for 

spin-outs in terms of attitude, culture, leadership and soft skills (alongside the technical, 

legal and financial challenges) for public sector spin-outs.  

The emerging Mutual Support Programme from the Cabinet Office may present 

opportunities for extending the programme. The SSE need to be well positioned with 

the eventual contractor of the Mutuals Information Service, and more importantly, the 

other elements of the Mutual Support Programme that will be reaching out beyond 

health services.  

The design of future offers should also consider the balance between a specific and 

generic focus. While the balance between a focus on health and social care spin-outs 

and on social entrepreneurship more widely was appropriate (according to 

interviewees), it may be important in any future programme to consider whether this 

balance remains suitable - particularly as future spin-out cohorts may come from as 

wide a range of service areas as fire services, youth services, NHS, central 

government, etc. The crucial factor is likely to remain the ability of speakers and 

facilitators to relate to the participants, rather than their specific area of expertise. 

If the SSE offer a similar programme in future, they should seek to summarise and 

capitalise on the USP of the programme, as there appears to be a strong case that the 

SSE offer is unique. But this can only be built upon a much sharper understanding 

within SSE of the range and nature of other offers in the market / to government. The 

flipside here is that it may be hard to market the offer to participants who are desperate 

for advice and knowledge and hard answers and may undervalue the merits of a 

‘softer’ approach. Elements of the SSE offer in the spin-outs arena are not unique in a 

wider market of leadership support where resilience, confidence, etc. are arguably 

important for any leader in public, private or social enterprise sector whereas TUPE, 

business transfer agreements, etc. are particular to the spin-out journey. This may be 

important for thinking about potential competitors. 
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Recommendations: 

• The SSE should closely follow the development of the emerging Mutual Support 

Programme from the Cabinet Office. 

• The design of any future programme should consider the balance between a 

specific and generic focus, particularly as future spin-out cohorts may come 

from a wider range of service areas 

• The SSE should capitalise on the benefits of the programme relative to other 

offers in the market. The unique selling point is the combination of providing soft 

skills and cultural change combined with satisfying the considerable demand for 

hard expertise particular to the spin-out journey.  

 

4.4  Future evaluations 

This evaluation has been completed soon after the programme and many spin outs 

have only just started. It is therefore difficult to assess their impact at this stage. Any 

future evaluations should seek to more explicitly capture and quantify the costs and 

benefits of support programmes, particularly as it appears this programme may have 

had a very significant positive net impact.  

It may be possible to carry out a monitoring of ‘distance travelled’ for all participants 

with a baseline position and a review at the end of the programme.  These impacts 

may be within successful spin outs or in the other activities of participants who have not 

been able to start up a new organisation. 

Value for money assessments and social return on investment (SROI) analyses require 

a large sample and ways of assessing additionality and the counterfactual (what would 

have happened without the support). These may not be proportionate to the task in 

hand unless there is a specific demand for such information in the context of the scale 

of the Government’s ambition for mutualisation. Care also has to be taken with how 

others competing for limited funding to provide support will use the information.  
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