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“Connected forces is a chance for military kids to feel less isolated in the unique
situations they find themselvesin.” — Participant

“A place where students from armed forces families can feel connected, understood
and part of a big family who can connect with yourself and your experiences.” -
Participant

“At first | never felt confident about university but after speaking to multiple people on
the platform it had shown me actually | have nothing to be nervous about and it's
exactly the fitted path for myself and my goals.” — Participant



Contents
(€] oY o PRSPPI 1
YoV Y I V10 010 0 F=1 YU 2
Key data, conclusions, and recommendations..........cccvueuiiiiiiiiiiieiin e 2
L) Ao o [¥ o1 o] o IR PPPPPPR 4
LAY 2 PP 4
AcCtiVIties AN delIVEIY....ccoe e e e e e e aaa s 5
Theme one: the first version of Connected FOrces.........uuuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiieeeeeeeeee e 6
Theme two: adapting project design to encourage engagement..........cccccvvvrieieeereeeeneeennnn. 7
Theme three: PilotiNg NEW Id@aS ....uiiiiiiiiiiiie e s 7
V12N 4 Yoo o] Ko =4V A 8
Data sources and collection tOOIS ........ccooieiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 8
DAta ANAIY SIS e iiiiiieeiiiii ettt e et e et e e et e et et e e e aab e et et e eeata e ratnaeraraaaaes 9
g T T =4 UUPPPUPPTN 9
(S aF o= T=d=T 0 =] o | S PP PP PP PRI 9
130T o - [ PSPPI 12
=T Aol T o - o o VS 12
PartiCiPant B ... e et e e e e e na e 13
o T ol o =1 o | A O PPN 14
(0 LU= L A U 15
CoNCIUSION AN IEAIMINES ..evtiieiiiii ettt e e e e et e e e et e eeeateeeabeeesesteesesteeesennneesren 18
FAY o 01T g Lo [t VPSP UPPPPPPIN 19
Glossary

e Participants: Young people aged 16-19 whose parent or carer servesinthe regular
Armed Forces or as a reservist, or has done at any point duringthose young peoples’
lives.

o Askthe Expert: A feature on the Brightside platformthat providesa space for all
users on projects to ask questions to experts. Experts are recruited from specific
fields, enhancing participant understanding and giving them additional insights.

e Communities: Afeature on the Brightside platform that act as a forum. Communities
are open and accessible to all participants givingall project usersthe opportunity to
engage with each other. Posts can be made anonymously.

e Conversion: The number of participants who have joined a group chat out of those
participants who joined the platform.



e Engagement: A measure of how much the users engaged with the programme; in
particular, how many messages they sentto theirgroup chats.

e Eligibility criteria: Participants were required to be between ages 16 to 19 and from
Armed Forces families.

Executive summary
Key data, conclusions, and recommendations

s

23 participants
were added to
group chats

All three survey
respondents strongly
agreed or agreed that
the group chats made

them feel more

connected to others

55 messages were sent
in group chats from
participants

CONNECTED
FORCES 21-23
KEY DATA

“I JUST ENJOYED FEELINGS NORMAL
AND CONNECTED WITH PEOPLE WHO
COULD HONESTLY SHARE THEIR
EXPERIENCES AND CONNECT WITH ME. |
WAS ABLE TO SPEAK MY TRUE FEELINGS
WHILST FEELING UNDERSTOOD."

The SCiP Alliance and Brightside delivered Connected Forces with the aim to provide near-
to-peer(support and guidance from peerswith a similarlived experience) sustained digital
support for 16- to 19-year-olds from Armed Forces families to create a sense of community,
build their confidence about the future, and reduce feelings of loneliness andisolation. 82
participants signed up, and 23 were added to the group chats. Nine participants sent at
least one message to the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat, and two participants messagedin
the book club group chats. Although there wasn’t a high level of engagement with the group
chats, the messages exchanged showed participants checking in with each other, which
aligns with the aim to build a sense of community.

The three participants who completedthe baseline and exitsurvey all recorded a positive
change in their confidence to refer to skills their Armed Forces background has given them
when completing future job or education applications. All three participants went from
being quite confident that university was their most likely next stepin the baseline survey,
to beingextremely confidentinthe exit survey. Two participants also agree that their



family's Armed Forces background has given them useful skillsand experiences for the
future, and that they can articulate what these skillsand experience are. The three
participants who completed the surveys will be referred to as Participants A, B, and C
throughout the report.

The key learnings from the project are:

e Baseline surveysare a barrier to conversionas 52 participants (64%) did not
complete the baseline survey. Future projects should considerdifferent ways to
confirm participants are from Armed Forces families withoutacompulsory survey

e Recruiting participants at the same time and having one launch event where all
participants join the platform at the same time could help engagement. This could
encourage them all to message when firstjoining, which could build momentum and
encourage continued engagementthroughout

e Allthree participants agreed that they thought a targeted platform for students from
Armed Forces familiesis needed, so future projects supportingthis target group
should be continued



Introduction

This report evaluates the engagement, quality, and impact of Connected Forces, the first
cohort of this project model delivered by the SCiP Alliance and Brightside. This project
supported 23 participants from November 2021 to February 2023 to provide near-to-peer
sustained digital support for 16- to 19-year olds from Armed Forces familiesto create a
sense of community, build their confidence about the future, and reduce feelings of
lonelinessandisolation.

The SCiP Alliance and Brightside have been working together since 2020 whenthe SCiP
Alliance and Brightside first discussed workingin partnershipto setup a community
programme for up to 100 Service childrento help tackle loneliness. The SCiP Alliance were
successful in securinga grant from the Armed Forces Covenant Trust (AFCT) to enable them
to carry out the community programme. SCiP had identified that separation and mobility
have an impact on Service children with an increased risk of emotional, behavioural and
attainment problems. They had also identified that projects supporting these young people
are challengingto deliver, because these young people are spread out in small numbers,
and hoped that a national programme could be more effective.

This report sets out the context of the project (itsaims and activities) before outlining the
evaluation methods we used to measure whetherit met its outcomes. It analysesthe
engagementwith the project, the impact of the project through a narrative case study, and
the quality of the participant experience. Asthiswas a pilot project, thisreport also focuses
on differentavenues exploredinthe projectdesignand delivery. We’ve included learnings
throughout and summarised themin the conclusionsand learnings section.

Aims

Brightside is a charity, creating inspirational mentoring relationships that support young
people to make confidentand informed decisions about their futures. We use our 20 years
of experience asthe UK’s leading social enterprise for online mentoringto help
organisationsidentify, reach, and inspire young people. We find and train mentors, connect
them with young people, and support them as they work togetherthrough our online
programmes. Our mentoring introduces young people to opportunities from employers and
universities sothey can develop the knowledge and confidence they need to succeed.

The Service Children’s Progression (SCiP) Alliance is a partnership of organisations focused
on improving outcomes for children from Armed Forces families. Itis hosted by the
University of Winchesterand supported by the Ministry of Defence (MoD). The SCiP
Alliance’svisionisthrivinglivesforService children, and its missionis to bring together
practitioners, researchers, policymakers, and fundersto build a stronger evidence base,
betterpolicy, and enhanced support for Service children’s education and progression,
placing theirvoices at the heart of all they do. The SCiP Alliance pursues thisvision and
mission by leading collaborative work to connect and support practitioners and influence
the policy environment. Their responses are developed with and through young people with
lived experience.



The overall aim of Connected Forces is to support 16- to 19-year-olds from Armed Forces
families to create a sense of community, build their confidence about the future, and reduce
feelings of loneliness andisolation. To achieve this, the project aims:

e To combat a feelingoflonelinessandisolation

e To buildasense of belongingto the community of Armed Forces familiesand society
more broadly

e To equip participants to recognise, understand, and articulate the
skills/strengths/attributes they have as a result of theirbackground

e To understand how online interventions can support this group

Our Theory of Change outcomes support our missionto help young people to make
confidentand informed decisions about theirfuture. We developed these outcomes with
CAN Investand they’re measured usingrigorously and robustly tested scales and questions.
Connected Forces aligns with Brightside’s mission, and we measured human capital, our
Theory of Change outcome focused on learning specificknowledge and skills.

In the UK, access to opportunitiesis more determined by where a person grew up or what
their parents do than what they want to do. For a young person to reach their potential,
guidance iscrucial. A 2021 UCAS! report found that two in five students believed that more
information would have led to making better choices.

At the beginning of Connected Forces, participants were asked theirreason for participating
in programme. The quotes below show participants’ reasons for seeking guidance and
support for their next steps:

“Some more friends that are going through the same thing as me and more support when
needed.”

“Advice on life at University being an Armed forces child.”

“Meetsome new people with similar experiences particularly about coping with concerns
about deployed family members. Also, it would be nice to hear information about
Uni/career options from people closer to me in age.”

The quotesabove show the needfor Connected Forces and links to the overall project aim
of participants buildingtheirconfidence aboutthe future and reducingfeelings of loneliness
and isolation.

Activities and delivery
To demonstrate the overview of project design and delivery, the below timeline shows key
milestonesthatis then broken down into three themeswe’ll explore throughout the report:

L Where next? What influences the choices school leavers make? UCAS, March 2021.
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November 2021 to December 2022:
Ongoing mentee recruitment and conversion

Theme one: the first version of Connected Forces

Brightside ran two focus groups inJuly 2021 to inform project design. One focus group had
three 16- to 18-year-olds, the target age group for Connected Forces, and the other had four
19- to 23-year-oldsin highereducation. The focus groups asked participants to reflecton
what support they may have needed when they were younger. From these focus groups, we
recommended setting up Connected Forces usingthe Communities functionality and group
chats on the Brightside platform to support those from Armed Forces families. To learn
more about the findings from these focus groups, please referto the individual report.

In November 2021, we launched the first iteration of Connected Forces. Three student
ambassadors from Armed Forces families joined the projectto lead the topics. The first
version had three channels, each offering a different way to create a community and
support participants:

1. Askthe Expert

We launched Ask the Expert to create a space where individual experts could join the
platform temporarily and answer participant questions on specificfuture pathways. We
scheduled three experts across the project: an outreach manager at a university, a
Communications Officer from the UniConnect programme, and a Widening Participation
Officerat a university. No questions were asked, so no expertsanswered questions.

2. Communities

We used Communities, atopic-based forum, where participants and student ambassadors
could both post. These topics were designed to be studentambassador-led and focus on
careers, education, and dealing with challenges when being from an Armed Forces family.



This space was created to allow participantsto have a space where they can communicate
with older role models (i.e., studentambassadors).

3. Group chats

The purpose of these was to create a social space for participants. This is differentfrom
Communitiesas it was plannedto be for participants only and not student ambassadors.
Participants were placed into group chats based on age with other participants. This was
done due to feedback from focus groups in May 2021, which indicated that group chats
would be helpful foryoung people to message each other like they do with theirfriends,
which was based on a finding from the focus groups in May 2021.

Originally, we planned a launch eventin November 2021 during which all participants who
were recruited through SCiP Alliance partners would join the platform. However, due to
slow recruitment, the participants joined the platform gradually. Two live sessions were
organised, but no participants attended. Instead, ongoing recruitment ran from November
2021 to December 2022, so participants could jointhe platform directly from recruitment
materials (flyersand videos) and watch a short induction video when on the platform.

To ensure participants were from Armed Forces families, we explicitly asked inthe baseline
survey. Once participants had completed the surveyand itwas confirmedthey were part of
an Armed Forces family, they were invited to the platform. The baseline survey provedto be
a barrier to participants, but it ensured requirements for participation were met. This is
discussed furtherinthe findings section of the report.

Theme two: adapting project design to encourage engagement

As Connected Forces was a pilot project, we made changes to the project while itwas live to
encourage conversionand engagement. In February 2022, recruitment was low with only 13
sign-ups, and no participants had engaged with Communities, so we closed the
Communities feature. Participants were instead added to an ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat
with student ambassadors to encourage conversations and build a community. Group chats
were also made for different participant year groups; however, no mentees engaged with
these. The engagementfor the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat isdiscussed furtherin the
Findings section of this report.

Theme three: piloting new ideas

In May 2022, we ran two more focus groups to better understand young peoples’ opinions
on the current recruitment materials and the online platform to help improve recruitment
and conversion. In total, 14 people aged 16 to 19 from Armed Forces families attended
these focus groups. These 14 participants were not current participants on Connected
Forces and were rewarded for attending with a gift voucher. Focus group participants gave
positive feedback surrounding recruitment materials and suggested hosting more events
and including one-to-one mentoring, so participants could also talk to a student ambassador
one-on-one.



From these focus groups, four participants joined the Connected Forces project, and three
sent messagesintothe ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat. This suggests that participants who
attended live events were more likely tojoin the platform, but it is a challenge to get these
participants to attend the events initially. Future projects could consider use incentivesto
encourage participants to attend live events. Additionally, it should be considered how to
overcome the challenge of gettingtargeted studentsto events. Across the Brightside
portfolio, we see success when schools bring students to live events. This suggests future
projects should aim to build connections with schools and organisations that are aware of
theirstudents from Armed Forces families who can help students attend live events and
inspire themto jointhe opportunity.

In August 2022, SCiP and Reading Force (a charity passionate about using books to bring
Forces children and families closertogether) set up two book clubs based on focus group
findings; participants on the platform could opt into the book club and be sent a book.
Group chats were made for participants to discuss their thoughts on the booksto builda
community around similarinterests. Engagementfor the book club group chats is discussed
further inthe findings each of thisreport.

In October 2022, we aimed to launch one-to-one mentoring so that participants would have
the opportunity to join another project on the Brightside platform alongside Conne cted
Forces. Participants would be matched witha mentor where they could have one-to-one
conversations about future pathways and higher education. This opportunity was givento
those already on Connected Forces; however, no participants joined the mentoring project
despite beinga recommendation from focus group participants.

Methodology
This section providesan overview of the data sources, collectiontools, and methods of data
analysis employed to evaluate Connected Forces.

Data sources and collection tools
To evaluate the effectiveness of the programme and identify areas of potential
improvementor replication, we used the following data sources and collection tools:

e We measure engagementthrough quantitative data pulled from the online
mentoring platform, which shows number of messagessentand received by
participants and engagementtrends

e We measure the impact of the project through baseline and exitsurveys, completed
by participants, that address project-specificand Theory of Change outcomes

e We use conversational data and open-textresponses from surveys throughout the
evaluationto betterunderstand how and why certain outcomes were achievedfor
participants

e We measure the quality of the mentoring experience for participants through
guestions on the exitsurveys and includes qualitative responses



Data analysis

Of the 23 participants who were eligible to take part in the project, three completed the exit
survey at the end of the project (a response rate of 13%). This low response rate was
expected as only nine participants (45%) senta message into the group chats. It should be
noted that the participants were incentivised to complete the exit surveys with a £5 voucher
due to low engagement with the project. To also encourage survey completion, the exit
survey was made shorter, and we removed the aims that were no longerappropriate.

In a typical evaluation, we measure the impact of the project through baseline and exit
surveys and analyse it at both a project and individual level. Since Connected Forces was a
smaller-scale project, there is not enough survey data to draw conclusions about the quality
or impact of the project for the rest of the cohort. We have chosen a narrative case study
format for this evaluationto explore the individual journeys of the three participants that
completed both entry and exit surveys. Throughout the evaluation, we will referto them as
Participants A, B, and C. While the limited sample size prevents us from drawing definitive
conclusions about the programme's impact, the available data offers valuable insightsinto
participants' experiences and suggests areas forimprovementin future iterations.

Findings
This section providesan overview of all engagement, impact, and quality findings from the
data sources outlined in the Methodology section above.

Engagement
The table below shows the number of participants who signed up, met the requirements for
the project, and didn’t meet the requirements for the project:

Totalin group chats

Totalnumbersigned up (‘Introduce yourself’ and 23 28%
(created accounts on 82 book clubs)
the mentoring platform) Totalwho joined that

7 9%

didn’t meet requirement

Participants accessed the sign-up information for the project from the recruitment
materials, which directed themto sign up to the Brightside platform. They then had to
complete the baseline survey to confirm that they were from an Armed Forces family.

82 participants signed up from these recruitment materials, and 30 participants completed
the baseline survey (a37% response rate). Seven participants who completed the survey
didn’t meet the requirements, and six of these were because they were over the age of 19.
23 did meet the requirements and were added to all channels. This shows that the surveys
were needed to ensure the correct target audience were being added to group chats;
however, the small proportion of participants completingthe survey suggestsit created a
challenge for conversion. Future projects should consider different ways to confirm this. For
example, two baseline surveys could be used. One could be a short, one questionsurvey,
that asks themto confirmthey are from an Armed Forces family, and the other then
collectingimpact data. The second survey could be administered once participants had
started to engage with the group chats.
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In the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat, 20 participants were added. The table below shows
the engagement of participants in that group chat:

Number of messages sent by participants in ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat

1+ messages

2+ messages

3+ messages

5+ messages

10+ messages

participants

No. of
. . 9 6 5 4 1
participants
o)
okl 45% 30% 25% 20% 5%

Overall, 50 messages were sentinto the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat by nine participants.
Five of these participants went onto send three messages, and one sent ten or more
messages. The conversation excerpts below show that participants used the ‘Introduce
yourself’ group chat to talk about qualifications and university and to check in with each
other, which aligns to the aims of the project:

“Oh nice! Have fun!! What are you gonna study?”

“I have applied for the navy police, so hopefullyits successful. But if not then | would like
to be a sports physio.”

“How did they go?”
“Welldone on the exams and that's going to be a long wait, hopefully it goes well.”

Due to the length of the project, we expected that engagement with the group chat may
fluctuate throughout. When looking at the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat, 24 messages
(48% of total messages from participants) were sent by participants from 18 May to 25 May
2022.

On 18 May, a focus group was run where four participants joined the platform, and three of
them started messagingin the group chat. This suggests that onboarding participants and
adding themto the group chat at the same time helpedto boost engagementin the group
chat. This supports the learning that getting participants recruited and onboarded onto the
platformina live session at the same time could increase momentum of the group chats as
participants would all start messaging at the same time.

For the 11 participants that did not message in the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat, five
participants did not log back into the platform after signing up and completingthe survey.
To encourage engagementon the platform, Brightside used a range of methods:

e Introducing each participant to the group chat when added to encourage peers to
welcome them
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e Remindersto participants on the platform, via email and phone, about the project
and how to login

e Promoting live Zoom events for Armed Forces families

e Updating the platform with relevantresources (e.g., book club information, higher
education resources)

In February 2022, 18 participants were phonedto understand why they weren’t engaging
with the platform. Four answered, and two participants did not know what the project was.
One participant said:

“If someone else started convo it would be better.”

Future projects should consider other ways to remind participantsto logback into the
platform and remind them what the project is. This could include makingthe
schools/colleges aware they are taking part in the project, so they can help encourage
participation. Additionally, letters could be sentto the school and participants’ familiesto
strengthened the support network.

The other six participants who did not send a message did logback in after joining the
platform and completingthe survey. They may have decided not to engage with the group
chat if a message hadn’t been sent for a while by theirpeers, which again supports the
recommendation of all participants joiningat the same time. This is supported by the
participant feedback from the phone calls above.

The three student ambassadors in the group chat also helped guide the conversation with
participants, which can be seenfrom the quotes below:

“Hi everyone! Great to meet you and looking forward to getting started @ I'm thinking of
setting up athread on being a service child at university - did you guys both go to uni too?
Maybe we could all share our experiences?”

“It's been a relatively good week, but very busy! Had a lot of things to sort out, however
looking forward to the weekend and my day off next week!! Any plans for the weekend? |

imagine you will be celebrating the end of your exam period! @ ”

“Oh very interesting *participant name*, a combination of coursework, sports-based and
fashion! What do you want to do in the future career wise?”

“If you and any of your friends from an Armed Forces family are bookworms, this could be
a great activity to take part in! This could be a great opportunity to also meet new people
from a similar background who share common interests and have fun! If you're looking for
a new hobby or a way to branch out- this could be for you @ ”
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Allthree student ambassadors sent at least one message inthe ‘Introduce yourself’ group
chat. One student ambassador took a more leadingrole from April 2022 and sent 12
messagesin total to the group chat. Studentambassadors were encouraged to send
messages into the group chats frequently and respondto fellow studentambassador
messages to create a community feel, howeverdue to low participant engagement, student
ambassadors may have been demotivated to message.

Nine participants joined the two book club group chats (sixin book club one and three in
book club two). Three of these participants joined the platform solely forbook club and
were not added to the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat. The table below shows the
engagement of participants inthe book club group chat:

Two participants sent messagesin the book club chats. In book club one, one participant
sent four messages, and in book club two, one participant sent one message. Book clubs
were facilitated by SCiP, and a coordinator posted discussion questionsand Zoom links for
the books clubin this chat. Quotes from the participants can be seenbelow:

“Hi there!”
“So far it’s really interesting!! | love the different POVs.”

As only one participant messaged per group, this may explainthe low engagementas none
of theirpeers replied. The seven participants not sending messages into the book club group
chat may again be because participants don’t feel confident posting if not many of their
peersare. This again supports the learning that a group chat may be more engaged with
more participants.

Impact

The three participants that completed both the entry and exitsurvey were all from Year 11.
The questionsinthe entry and exitsurveysfocused on project-specificquestions, their next
steps, human capital, and feedback about the project. These participant responses have
been presentedina case study format to understand their individual journeys.

Project-specificquestions askedinthe entry and exit were:

e | think that my family's Armed Forces background has given me useful skills and
experiencesforthe future

e | can describe what some of these skillsand experiences are

e |am confidentthat | could effectively refertothese skillsinfuture job or education
applications

Participant A

Participant A joined the project in May 2022 after attendingone of the May focus groups
and sent 11 messagesintothe ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat. Between the baseline and
exitsurvey, Participant A moved from ‘agreeing’ to ‘strongly agreeing’ that they think that
theirfamily's Armed Forces background has giventhem useful skillsand experiencesforthe
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future, that they can describe what some of these skillsand experiences are, and that they
are confidentthat they could effectively referto these skillsin future job or education
applications.

When asked inthe exitsurvey what they discussed on the platform, Participant A said:

“We discussed the affects beingin the forces had on our feelings which was honestly hard
to talk about at first but it actually made me feel a lot better. Talked about general life
and future paths and ideas wanted to take, creating new ideas for me and resuming me
my path ways were actually okay when | was nervous to discuss.”

Participant A wentfrom being ‘quite confident’ that university was their most likely next
step inthe baseline survey, to being ‘extremely confident’ inthe exit survey. They also said
‘yves’ to knowing how to get qualificationsand training needed to get a jobthey want in both
baseline and exit surveys. The quote below shows Connected Forces helpedto build
participants’ confidence intheir next steps:

“At first | never felt confident about university but after speaking to multiple people on
the platform it had shown me actually | have nothing to be nervous about and it's exactly
the fitted path for myself and my goals.”

In Participant A’s baseline survey when being asked what they are hopingto gain from the
project, they said: “New friends, new knowledge, a safe place.”

When looking at Participant A’s conversations on the platform, we can see they used the
group chat to speakto other participants about exams and coursework, which shows how
the platform was able to support the participant to make new friends and gain new
knowledge:

“Thank you! How has your week been?”

“My last exam was biology today and | am so happy that | am finished@ My weekend
will be relaxation.”

“What coursework subjects do you take? Or have done?”

“Oooh they both sound pretty cool, after school | want to study archeology.”

Participant B

Participant B joined the projectin July 2022 and said they had heard about the opportunity
through their parent. Participant B was a member of the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat and
group chat for book club one. In these group chats, they sent 10 messages (sixin ‘Introduce
yourself, fourin ‘Book club one’).

Between the baseline and exit survey, Participant B moved from agreeing to strongly
agreeingthat theythink that their family's Armed Forces background has given them useful
skillsand experiences forthe future. They moved from ‘disagreeing’ to ‘agreeing’ to be able
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to describe what some of these skillsand experiences are, and from disagreeingto strongly
agreeingthat theyare confidentthat they could effectively refertothese skillsinfuture job
or education applications.

In Participant B’s baseline survey when being asked what they are hoping to gain from the
project, they said: “Just getting to know more people from forces families who might have
similar interests.”

Like Participant A, Participant B went from being ‘quite confident’ that university was their
most likely nextstepin the baseline survey, to being ‘extremely confident’ inthe exit survey.
They also said ‘yes’ to knowing how to get qualifications and training needed to geta job
they want inboth baseline and exit surveys. The quotes below show the group chat was
able to help Participant B engage in conversation with other participants about university:

“Which Uni are you going to [participant name]?”
“Oh nice! Have fun!! What are you gonnastudy?”

The exitsurvey comments from Participant B below suggests they met people from Armed
Forces families with similarinterests:

“l enjoyed the connections that | made with other military kids”

“I really enjoyed the book club as | felt connected to people with similar interests and the
books we read were really interesting and different”

Participant C
Participant C joined the project in May 2022 after attending one of the May focus groups
and sent four messagesinto the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat.

Betweenthe baseline and exitsurvey, Participant C ‘strongly agreed’ in both baseline and
exitthat they think that theirfamily's Armed Forces background has given them useful skills
and experiences forthe future. Participant C ‘agreed’ in both baseline and exit that they can
describe what some of these skillsand experiences are. Like Participant A and Participant B,
they recorded positive change (wentfrom agreeingin baseline to strongly agreeingin exit)
that they are confidentthat they could effectively refertothese skillsin future job or
education applications, which suggests this isa strength of the project.

Like Participant A and Participant B, Participant C wentfrom being ‘quite confident’ that
university was their most likely nextstepinthe baseline survey, to being ‘extremely
confident’inthe exitsurvey. They also said ‘yes’ to knowing how to get qualifications and
training neededtoget a job they want in both baseline and exit surveys. The quotes below
from the exitsurveyand Participant C’'s messageson the platform support the group chat
was used to discuss highereducation options:

“Most of our chats were about the academic side of school and getting to know other
people a little bit about them from around the country.”



15

“Oh very nice | want to do physiotherapy when | leave school @ ”

In Participant C’s baseline survey when we asked what they are hopingto gain from the
project, they said: “To meet new people that have been/or are going through the same
things as me.”

In theirexitsurvey, when we asked what they enjoyed about the Connected Forces project,
Participant C said:

“Seeinga differenttype of platform where it’ somewhere where forces children can talk
about school and associate with people that I’ve a similar background.”

Allthree participants were also asked if they thought a targeted platform for students from
Armed Forces familiesis needed. The responses below show these participants do think
thereis a needfor projects like this:

Participant A: “Honestly when first starting this is thought hmmm no but after first hand
experiencingit | would definitely say yes. It allows you to feel normal and part of a
community who understands your thoughts and feelings”

Participant B: “Absolutely- it can be isolating to be a military child so it’s nice to have
connections to other peoplein the same situation”

Participant C: “Yes| think for me | don’t feel it as much anyway because I’'min a forces
background school but when you’re in a school and there’s not many people with forces
familiesit is hard to speak about it if someone doesn’t really understand being a forces
child so platforms like this are nice as it allows people to be open and speak to children of
forces parents that can relate and nah know the feeling of what they are going through”

Quality

All three participants strongly agreed that they enjoyed the Connected Forces project and
they all agreed that they got on with the people intheirgroup chat. Participants A and B
agreed theylearned new things through conversions with others on the platform, and
Participant C disagreed with this. When lookinginto Participant C's responses further, when
asked to expand on what they liked/disliked about the projectthey said the below:

“l liked the chatting platform but after the first few weeks the chat had stopped and not
many people were socialising anymore which | found a shame but it was good while it
lasted.”

This quote again supports the learning that more engagement from participantsis needed
to encourage other participants to engage. This could be done by having one main launch
period, rather than ongoingrecruitment, to create momentum. Another learning could be
that expecting participants to engage regularly throughout the whole projectis unlikely, and
instead shorter projects should be run with a main launch period. As one aim isfor
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participants to feel they have a community, participants could be encouraged to share
details at the end of the project to stay in contact with each other.

This learning can be further supported by other participant comments in the exitsurvey:

“If there was more people having conversations on it as well as it felta bit awkward at
first just like | was shy.”

“If other people made an effort to communicate.”

Participants A and B strongly agreed that the group chats made them feel more connected
to others from Armed Forces families, and Participant C agreed to this. This speaks to the
aim of the projectto build a sense of belonging to the community of Armed Forces families,
and the quotes below support this:

“Connected forces is a chance for military kids to feel less isolated in the unique situations
they find themselvesin.”

“l just enjoyed feelings normal and connected with people who could honestly share their
experiences and connect with me. | was able to speak my true feelings whilst feeling

understood.”

The participants were asked how useful different channels of Connected Forces were:

Group chats Response
Participant A Very useful
Participant B Somewhat useful
Participant C Somewhat useful

Attendinga webinar Response
Participant A Somewhat useful
Participant B Somewhat useful
Participant C Did not use

Joining a Reading Force book club Response
Participant A Did not use
Participant B Extremely useful
Participant C Did not use

Using platform resources (Bright

Knowledge or otherresources posted on Response
the platform)
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Participant A Very useful
Participant B Very useful
Participant C Very useful

All three participants said using platform resources like Bright Knowledge (a resource
sectionon the Brightside platform with offers articles on highereducation and jobs) were
very useful. Thisis interesting and reminds us that participants may be impacted by the
project without engaging in the group chats.

The quote below froma participant demonstrates that webinars and group chats were
useful:

“I recalled enjoyed the access | had through the platform to connect and talk to people
who had had the same journey's as me and could connect with me on a level people who
don't understand what it's like being in a forced family could. | found the webinars to be
fun and actually really useful, something different which had the best possible outcome. |
have met new people, bonded and ultimately created so many new friends from the
project, it'sbeen a truly insightful experience.”

Out of the three student ambassadors, one studentambassador completed the student
ambassador survey. They strongly agreed to enjoyingthe project and that they knew where
to go with extra questions when on the Brightside platform. They agreed to thinkingit was a
useful intervention for participants, their confidence talking to young people has increased,
they learnt new skills, and they will include this experience on their CVs/job applications.

The studentambassador disagreed to feelinglike they made a difference when messagingin
the group chat, which may be explained due to the lowerengagementinthe chats. As this
was a pilot project, these learnings can be usedto setexpectationsfor future projects that
use studentambassadors to facilitate discussions with participants.

When asked how to improve the project, this studentambassador said the below. These
ideas could be usedin future projects:

“Implementits use of it on social media, more fun activities/ challengesso participants
can interact with the platform more, more push through social media and possible
reminders/nudges to use the website as you would have to remember to do so yourself.”

They also provided some ideas for how to engage group chats:

“Icebreakers for participants and mentors, participants asking more questions, quizzes
and activities for ambassadors and participants.”
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Conclusion and learnings

Engagement

82 participantssigned up for the Connected Forces project, and 23 were added to the group
chats (28% conversionrate). 52 out of the 82 participants did not complete the survey, and
seven of the 82 participants did not meetthe eligibility criteria. Nine participants sentat
leastone message into the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat, and two participants messaged
in the book club group chats. Although there wasn’t high engagement with the group chats,
messages showed participants checking in with each other, which aligns with the aim to
build a sense of community. Engagementin the ‘Introduce yourself’ group chat increased
after focus groups.

Learnings around engagementare:

e Create clearer recruitment process to reduce people signingup who aren’t eligible

e Surveysare a barrier to conversion; future projects should considerdifferent ways to
confirm participants are from Armed Forces families withouta compulsory survey

e Recruit participants at the same time and have one launch eventwhere all
participants join the platformat the same time could help engagement by building
momentum and encouraging continued engagement throughout

e Participants were motivated to engage with focus groups and exit surveysthrough
monetary incentives

e Participants needto be remindedin other ways to log back intothe platform in
addition to reminders from Brightside, including making schools/colleges aware they
are taking part inthe project so they can encourage participation

Impact

The three participants who completed the baseline and exit survey all recorded a positive
change in theirconfidence to refer to skills their Armed Forces background has giventhem
when completing future job or education applications. All three participants went from
being quite confident that university was theirmost likely nextstepin the baseline survey,
to beingextremely confidentinthe exitsurvey. Two participants also agree that their
family's Armed Forces background has given them useful skills and experiences forthe
future, and that they can articulate what these skills and experience are.

Learnings around Impact are:
e All participants agreed that a targeted platform for students from Armed Forces
familiesis needed; future projects supporting this target group should be continued

Quality

Participants A and B strongly agreed that the group chats made them feel more connected
to others from Armed Forces families, and Participant C agreed to this. This speaks to the
aim of the projectto build a sense of belonging to the community of Armed Forces families.
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Learnings around quality are:
e Set expectationsforstudent ambassadors around participants’ engagement

Appendix A

Brightside’s quality and impact framework was developed with CAN Invest, a leading social
impact advisor for UK charity, social enterprise, and other social-purpose organisations.
Brightside’s Theory of Change outcomes are measured through baseline and exit surveys for
participants, and quality is measured through exit surveys for participants and mentors.

The following Theory of Change outcomes were usedin this project to measure impact of
mentoring on confidentand informed decision-making:

Outcome Question Answer Options Source
Human Do you know how to goabout Yes /No / Not Sure Based on the LSYPE (Longitudinal
capital getting the qualifications or Study of Young People in
training you need to get the job England) survey
you want?
Decision- (Participants are asked to select Extremely confident | Developed by CAN Invest and
making their most likely next step (e.g. Go | / Quite confident / Brightside

to university, startan
apprenticeship etc) and then a
follow-up question):

How confident are you that this
decision is right for you?

(exit survey only): How much of
this decision was because of your
involvement with the Brightside
programme rather than other
people or influences?

Not very confident /

Not at all confident /
| don’t know

None / Some / A lot /
Almost entirely/All

The following quality questions were designed toindicate the quality of the mentor and
participant experience:

Quality Indicator

Question

Answer Options

Quality of the mentoring
experience (participants)

| got on with the people in my group
Conversations with others on the
platform

helped me feel optimistic about the
future

| learned new things through
conversations

with others on the platform

| have been able to keep in touch with
others who no longer live close by
All things considered, | enjoyed the
Connected Forces programme

Strongly Agree / Agree/
Disagree / Strongly Disagree

Quality of the mentoring
experience (mentors)

| felt like | made a difference when
messaging in the group chat

| understood the mentees’ needs

| enjoyed taking partin this project

Strongly Agree / Agree/
Disagree/ Strongly Disagree
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| thought this was a useful intervention
for the participants




