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The South Tyneside Social Navigators (SN) service addresses a gap in the current support system
where people in the Borough return multiple times for support from the crisis team without improving
their financial circumstances. Service users also demonstrate complex additional health and social
needs, which continuously impact on their ability to be financially stable.

The Social Navigators team was established in 2021 to work inclusively and in a person-centred way
with service users who presented most often to welfare services. Social Navigators and service users
work together for as long as needed to identify and address the underlying causes of frequent
financial hardship and instability.

Collecting the right data in the right way to make
sure services are relevant and effective

Whilst working with the PHIRST Fusion team, the Social Navigators (SNs) have benefitted from being
trained as peer researchers  and being involved in collecting qualitative data from service users
through interviews to understand how the service has helped them. 

This evaluation has also shown what can be done with the quantitative data that we already have
available to us in the service, and how the data we collect can be maximised in the future to
demonstrate the value of the service. Specifically, the opportunity of working with the research team
also allowed the SN team to review the quality of data we were collecting, the frequency with which
we were recording it, and the benefit we were gaining from it. It became clear during the evaluation
that the team were frequently and reliably recording the financial gains they were achieving for
service users (helping them to access various financial benefits they were eligible for), whether
through work with the Welfare Support Advisers or where they had accessed funds for a customer
directly. 

Whilst collating the data for the research team, it became clear that often a one-off financial gain was
achieved within the first six weeks of the SN intervention. Consequently, from July 2023 the SN team
have implemented the following: 

collection of responses at first meaningful intervention 
follow-up after 6 weeks
and then every 12 weeks up to the closure of case

Sarah Lee is a Senior Welfare Support Advisor with South Tyneside Homes and oversees the Social
Navigators team. Sarah worked as an embedded researcher on the PHIRST Fusion evaluation of the
SN service. In some evaluations PHIRST can fund an Embedded Researcher role for a defined period
that allows them protected time within their current employment to dedicate to the evaluation. They
assist the PHIRST team to navigate the internal processes of the organisation. They are given the
opportunity to work on all aspects of the research and develop their knowledge and skills.
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This approach should now allow the SN data bank to have a majority of cases with a minimum of one
follow-up data collection, but more likely multiple points of data collection across the intervention. To
support this, we have made changes to the case recording system by activating certain aspects that
make it a requirement for SN’s that data is collected during the set-up of the case. This has already
increased the amount of data held on the characteristics of customers.

In addition, the service was not effectively capturing the follow-up data around service user
outcomes, such as service user confidence in accessing advice or health services, confidence in
seeking employment, or being able to budget their income. During the first year of the SN project this
data was only required to be collected during the first meaningful interaction with the client and then
again on the close of the case, as initially it was thought the SN’s would provide only a short period of
intervention. However, it became clear that this was both incorrect and ineffective. Customers could
disengage from the SN before the follow-up data was collected or the intervention had been for an
extended period, meaning that follow-up was only collected at the end of a service user’s journey and
the multiple changes in between were not recorded. From identifying this gap, we have implemented
a more scheduled approach to capturing the service user outcomes. This was important because when
the evaluation examined the data that we do have, it showed that service users who engaged with the
service gained confidence across a range of areas, reflecting the value of the service.
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Following on from the work with the research team and looking
at what additional data we can collect, we will make changes to
the service user outcomes to align them better with the HACT
database. HACT is a social value database that allows us to
quantify how different services, such as the social navigators,
can affect people’s wellbeing or quality of life. It helps to show
the impact of an intervention on individuals and communities
and the cost savings. We were able to use this database in the
evaluation to show the value of the social navigator service as 
some of our outcome measures were similar but in future, we will affiliate our outcome measures
more closely to those in the database to improve our insights. 

We are also looking at how we track service user employment status in future; as whilst initial data is
collected on this currently, it is overwritten on our system as circumstances change, whereas
recording the change over time would be more valuable. Collating this data, as well as increasing links
with the employability services within South Tyneside, will hopefully allow more meaningful data on
employment. 

Finally, the data currently held in the system on health
and disability, while quite substantial is sometimes
unspecific, and we are planning to increase the detail of
this to get a better understanding of the service users we
support. If we would have been asked before the
evaluation what the characteristics of SN service users
are, we would have answered: White, male and older
adults. However, data has shown us that the majority of
our users are actually female with a wider age  
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range than we thought and we noticed a lot of missing data on ethnicity. Perception of what is
delivered needs to be backed up by accurate information for it to hold relevance, and as a service this
message has been taken on board and implemented. 

The SN have not been met with individuals unwilling to share data or engage in increased data
collection frequency, so this should not be a problem. In addition, these changes have impacted data
collection beyond the SN service with changes being rolled out across onto the wider Welfare
Support service with better data collection policies being implemented.
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Learn more about the PHIRST Fusion evaluation
of the South Tyneside Social Navigators service

Having the PHIRST Fusion team identify the level of
commitment the SN’s give to the service users has also
been important. This commitment can be taken for
granted, but we need to recognise the toll it takes on the
SN’s for overall management of the SN service. Failure
to provide them with the support would be the ultimate
demise of the service; frequent turnover of staff would
undermine the relationships with service users
highlighted in the research as one of the fundamental
reasons for success. More importantly, it would mean
SN’s would be left with emotional damage through the
support they are giving to others. Whilst not unique to the SN service, support for staff working with
service users experiencing severe hardship is often lacking. Although peer and management support is
an integral part of the service, more could still be done.

Learn more abut the Social Navigators service on the
South Tyneside Council website
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