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The fourth and final year of the National  
Lottery Charity Fund WLL funded project is now 
coming to an end, and it feels impossible to 
sum up what we have learned and achieved 
in a short introduction.

Five years ago, 12 women and girls’ organisa-
tions came together to apply for funding  
from the National Lottery Women and Girls 
fund, and £2 million was invested into Leeds 
and our work. I have been privileged to be 
contract lead for this project and to help steer 
our journey.

Not only has the project gone from strength  
to strength, the partnership has too, and  
we are now ready to widen our scope and 
become an Alliance, with other women and 
girls’ organisations joining. 

Our drive to be a learning project has enabled 
us to implement change within and provide 
evidential influence to our wider partners; we 
have brought together and formalised a layer 
of expertise within the women and girls sector. 
We now want to aim higher and continue  
to influence systems change, sharing and 
developing our learning throughout Yorkshire. 

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention how our 
final year has coincided with one of the most 
difficult and challenging years that most of  
us can ever remember. COVID-19 has hit us  
all this year and we’ve all been touched by  
its impact. As a project we have seen women 

and girls be affected, often disproportionately, 
by the effects of mental health, violence and 
abuse, caring responsibilities and employabil-
ity, along with an increasing evidence base 
within the wider health system of the effects  
of long COVID. 

We have also been moved by the worldwide 
events leading to the development of the 
Black Lives Matter movement, and our diverse 
and empowering partnership has led the way 
in creating real strategic influence. 

Although we have had to change our delivery 
during our final year I’m proud of how we as  
a project, and our partnership, has risen to the 
challenge, and we have ensured that women 
and girls have continued to receive consistent 
and appropriate support during these difficult 
times. We have brought in additional 
COVID-related funding from Comic Relief, 
allowing us to target the most vulnerable 
women and girls. 

We have learned so much from our 4 years 
and we believe we have opened doors and 
opportunities and have radically changed  
the landscape.

Nik Peasgood 
Chief Executive of Leeds Women’s Aid 
Contract Lead of the National Lottery  
Community Fund project

Lead Partner’s foreword: 
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Women’s Lives Leeds (WLL) is a dynamic and strategic Alliance of women’s and girls’ organisa-
tions in Leeds. Alliance members work together to empower women and girls, and to support 
the people and structures around women and girls which enable them to reach their potential 
and has been meeting since May 2015.

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference

The Women’s Lives Leeds Alliance “We believe that women-centred 
support is powerful & improves 
the lives of women, men & children; 
WLL gives us a collective voice 
to influence strategy and practice 
and make Leeds the best place 
to live for women and girls.” 
– Leeds Women’s Aid 

“We’re a member of Women’s Lives 
Leeds because of the opportunities 
to work alongside and partner with 
other Women’s and Girls organisa-
tions, supporting each other and 
sharing our expertise and special-
isms, to the benefit of all women 
and girls in Leeds.” - Women’s 
Health Matters

Ways in which the WLL Alliance has 
changed and will continue to change the 
landscape for Women and Girls in Leeds 
Since 2016 – Highlights:

Alliance Support for Women and Girls 
Who Experience Racism

Conversations with WLL Alliance partners 
who are also members of communities 
which experience racism revealed these 
common barriers to their full participation 
in the Alliance’s work: Capacity, Confi dence 
and Representation. The Alliance will address 
these issues in the following ways:

Capacity
In time, WLL aims to develop a central support 
network which can respond to the individual 
needs of each organisation.  

Confi dence
WLL has identifi ed an emerging need, 
a Women Leaders Development programme 
that will feature in plans going forward. 

Representation
The Alliance will create opportunities to high-
light the work of WLL’s smaller organisations 
and celebrate their unique contributions.

Ending Violence Against Women and 
Girls (EVAWG) in Leeds

The WLL Alliance’s commitment to developing 
an EVAWG Strategy for Leeds is strengthened 
by the current absence of a national UK 
Government EVAWG Strategy, which expired 
in March 2020. The Alliance now holds 2 Senior 
Stakeholder positions on the new Domestic 
Abuse Local Partnership Board (DALPB) 
for Leeds, and the new Board will ‘work closely 
with Women’s Lives Leeds to develop a strate-
gy for EVAWG.’ (DALPB, 2020). The Alliance 
continues to host regular EVAWG focus groups 
for strategic partners working in Leeds, to build 
and strengthen relationships and create 
momentum around EVAWG issues such as 
sexual violence the night-time economy and 
lobbying on amendments to the new DA Bill 
currently making its way through Parliament.

Housing for Women with Complex 
Needs in Leeds

The WLL Alliance hosts a Housing Solutions 
Working Group for commissioned and 
non-commissioned services in Leeds which 
provide housing support for women with 
complex needs. The Working Group agreed 
an initial focus on collaborative support for 
women who are experiencing, or at risk 
of experiencing, violence and women with 
insecure immigration status.  As a result of 
learning within this collaboration, Forward 
Leeds (the alcohol and drug service for adults, 
young people and families in Leeds) now has 
Domestic Abuse leads working in its hubs 
whose training is supported by Leeds 
Women’s Aid. Building on this model, the 
Working Group aims to embed “No Recourse 
Champions” within organisations across 
Leeds who can advocate for women with 
No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) in Leeds 
Housing, with the ambition of there being 
a commissioned service in Leeds to support 
these women.

Development of the WLL Alliance

WLL Alliance will continue to expand its 
membership to those organisations working 
to empower women and girls in Leeds.  

We have learnt through the development of 
the Alliance the value of its arrangements due 
to its unique and structured approach. The 
delivery and focus on the “project” component 
was a mechanism that maintained the 
Alliance, the diversity of the organisations 
involved (specialisms) and facilitated 
opportunities for learning. 

We have learnt that whilst being part of the 
Alliance, members have experienced several 
benefi ts, including increased capacity, feel-
ings of belonging, building relationships and 
opening opportunities. 

We have also learnt that the development 
of the Alliance was a positive step forward for 
collectively raising awareness of the issues 
affecting women and girls: 

“It’s been a huge force for positive 
change and to get gender back 
on the agenda, can’t say anything 
more importantly than that.” 

Collectively external partners see the Alliance 
as a means of representing women and 
pushing for a gendered approach across the 
city and they recognise the model of inclusive 
working involving the council, third sector and 
academics as key to one of its successes.

However; there have been challenges within 
the Alliance that have since been overcome 
by the appointment of an Independent Chair 
in 2019.

These challenges have included: problematic 
attendance at meetings, time pressures and 
confl icting priorities, the use of time within 
meetings; diffi culties with the decision making 
process, dynamics within the group and not 
all voices being heard; which was made more 
diffi cult by not clearly separating “the project” 
from the Alliance early enough to allow for 
more of a focus on the Alliance itself.

Stronger together; the Alliance is a powerful 
voice for women and girls and works together 
to provide holistic support.
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As an eleven strong Alliance of women’s centred and led organisations, who between 
us have a collective of over 250yrs experience of working with and supporting, women, 
young women and girls, we have been able to take this learning to infl uence strategy and 
change in Leeds.

Strategic Impact and Infl uence

We have 
led on the 
development 
of the fi rst “State 
of Women’s 
Health Report 
in Leeds” which 
went into detail 
about the health 
needs of women 
and girls, their 
challenges and 
provided rec-
ommendations 
for future service 
provision.

One key outcome from this report was the 
need to have more gendered service provi-
sion and we are now seeing the successes 
of this report as its infl uencing service plan-
ning in Public Health, Adults and Children’s 
service provision.

Our collective experience along with being 
locally based within the community saw 
the Alliance members being commissioned 
from local government to deliver a city wide 
“Centenary Celebration programme” that 
focused on some women gaining the right to 
vote for the fi rst time. By using our collective 
experience and by working in partnership 
we facilitated a range of activities, (work-
shops, events, creative arts) consulted with 
women about their local community, with 
local community Councillors and raised the 
profi le of the importance of voting and 
having the right to vote.

It was through the successful delivery of this 
programme that the city was re-commis-
sioned to further consult with women and 
girls, which lead to the “City Listening Project” 
which is now informing council strategy.

As an Alliance both through partnerships on 
an individual organisational basis and as a 
collective basis we have shaped strategy, 
infl uenced conversations and challenged 
partners to take more gendered approaches.

The Alliance has had recognition in and made 
signifi cant contributions to or developed the 
following:

• Director of Public Health’s Report 2018
• Adult Social Care Market Position Statement 2018
• State of Women’s Health Report 2019
• Health and Wellbeing Board plan 2019
• Leeds Drugs and Alcohol Strategy 2018
• WLL WFL COVID-19 Report 2020 
• Leeds Inclusive Growth Strategy 2018

The Alliance is continuing to lead on strategic 
conversations and with the announcement 
of the Domestic Abuse Bill, the work does 
not stop and the Alliance will be involved 
in developing an “Ending Violence against 
Women and Girls Strategy” for Leeds in 2021.

THE STATE OF 
WOMEN’S HEALTH 
IN LEEDS: REPORT

WLL VOICES
In the fi rst year, Women Friendly Leeds has:
• Recruited 49 Ambassadors and 13 Allies
•  Established the virtual Menopause Meet Ups 

and Women’s Lunch Hour
•  Undertaken a COVID-19 survey, investigating 

the impact of COVID-19 on women, with 
nearly 1,000 responses

•  In partnership with Space 2, secured 
funding for 400 arts and wellbeing packs 
and launched the ‘nominate a woman’ 
campaign, to say ‘thank you’ to the 
women of Leeds

•  Launched the #leedsblackwomansays 
campaign, making a commitment 
to amplify the voices of Black Women

•  Taken on the link role for ‘women’ in 
the communities of Interest work shaping 
the ways in which the city responds to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, from a woman’s 
perspective

•  Worked in partnership with the City Listening 
project to collate fi ndings and begin to 
develop 4 work-streams addressing issues 
highlighted

•  Delivered 4 focus sessions to women’s 
groups to learn about the issues that are 
important to women and the changes they 
want in their lives and city

•  Supported Ambassadors to run their 
own campaigns and activities, such as a 
Parentifi cation event and the ‘Dear Future 
You’ letter writing activity.

•  Met with senior leaders, heads of services 
and other strategic leads to promote and 
grow the movement

•  Put on an end of year celebration event 
showcasing WFL achievements

Views Opinions Insights Consultation Engagement Systems
In October 2019 Women’s Lives Leeds received additional independent funding from 
Comic Relief and launched WLL VOICES and Women Friendly Leeds, an ongoing 
movement towards making Leeds the fi rst Women Friendly City in the UK.
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Peer Support
Peer Support features highly in all activities of the WLL Project and the need to map internal 
and external peer support opportunities, with the view to develop an agreed model to inform 
working and to link with partners was the aim.

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference
The external evaluation has identifi ed that the implementation of peer support across 
its structures has been successful which has included the WLL Partnership benefi ting from 
mutual peer support.

•  We have learnt that Peer Support has 
enabled the development of best practice 
across the WLL partner organisations and 
wider through the co-produced peer 
support network.

•  We have learnt that through the piloting 
of the peer support model partners have 
found it of benefi t as they have used their 
learning to apply for additional funding to 
deliver more services, based on their peer 
support pilot experience, which has built 
the capacity of that organisation.

•  As the model continued to roll out in other 
partner organisations, they too experienced 
the same positive effects as the initial pilot, 
with women being empowered and gaining 
confi dence to lead their own peer support 
activities within their organisation, without 
the support of WLL staff. 

•  We have learnt from the pilot that the 
smaller partners of WLL found using the
Peer Support model as an effective way 
of engaging service users within a group 
setting, which had a particular focus. 

•  As the pilots developed women from those 
groups gained confi dence to initially help 
within the group, which then developed into 
a leadership role, with them leading the 
group on their own.

•  We have learnt that there is still an appetite 
for peer support across the city and WLL
has enabled through co-production 
the continuation of the Leeds Peer 
Support Network, which is still meeting and 
providing a valuable resource for the city.

The peer support component of WLL was 
also described as an important element 
of empowerment for service users:

“We have lots of young women 
who’ve had support themselves 
and then they get involved 
in the project, and then they 
start to support others. So, it 
can be that kind of peer support 
and that lived experience being 
really important.” 

As the pilot was implemented continuous 
learning and evaluation helped to create 
a Peer Support Tool Kit for others to access, 
due to the onset of COVID-19 in March 2020 
the Peer Support Tool Kit was re-designed 
to be an online resource which is now 
shared across the city – to date it has been 
downloaded 49 times.

Service User Involvement
A fundamental part of the project was to ensure that service users had the opportunity 
to take part in decision making to infl uence the direction of the project.

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference

The learning we have focused on how powerful service users are; both in terms of shaping the 
development of existing service provision and providing their lived experience through voice 
and infl uence. It is their stories and voices that have been central to change being achieved 
successfully. We have through active engagement and feedback opportunities been able 
to identify how the particular model of service delivery has been successful in supporting 
women who have had multiple complex needs and those who are often excluded due to being 
from specifi ed marginalised communities. 

Service users have and will continue to be integral to service development, they have taken 
part in reviews, evaluations; have led on previous activities and through their involvement in 
a specifi cally designed service users function – The Advisory Board are now part of the formal 
WLL Alliance arrangements as a direct result of our learning.

Benefi ts of the Advisory Board (AB) 
One member of the AB credits her role 
with WLL for giving her the confi dence to 
go back to work and others have grown in 
confi dence enough to speak in public and 
take on new challenges:  
“It does sound amazing when you say to 
people ‘oh I’m on the AB for WLL’ having 
that on your CV is very impressive.”
Participating in recruitment has given 
AB members direct infl uence on workers 
appointed to the project and even on 
recruitment process: 
“I said, ‘well call them back for another 
interview’. I didn’t think they would, 
and they did...She got the job!”

“Everybody has completely different abilities and interests and they all 
work at different levels and that’s what I like about it. “It’s good to be able to talk, get advice and policies from others.”
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Women who accessed the complex needs service reported a range of positive 
outcomes including :

Complex Needs Service
The Complex Needs Service provides one to one intensive support by workers, for 
women and girls with multiple and complex needs. Each Worker has a unique specialism 
including domestic violence, sex working, post pregnancy removal, mental health, specifi c 
marginalised communities, newly arrived women, and young women and girls.

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference
Through the ongoing delivery and continued evaluation of the Complex Needs Service 
we have learnt that service users are experiencing positive outcomes and it is making 
a difference.

The evaluation confi rms that the importance and value of the service being gender specifi c 
is key to its success as it provided safe, confi dential and holistic support for women by 
women over a long term time period.  

By providing tailored, holistic support, in the form of an intensive, specialist service, suited 
to individual need was what made this service unique and successful.

We have learnt that service users valued this type of support which has contributed to their 
own personal achievements but in particular there were consistent positive messages 
highlighting that women felt better understood and felt safer working with other women. 
They have told us that they valued the practical and consistent support and approaches, 
which was at their pace, based on their needs and not time limited. They concluded to say 
that they felt heard by their workers, who did not judge and who possessed personal qualities 
of warmth and kindness.

We have also learnt from our partners who have referred to our service, who have described 
it as holistic, fl exible, consistent and unique. Senior fi gures in the local authority have said 
the work of Women’s Lives Leeds is complimentary, collaborative and impactful.

Improved mental health
Increased 
resilience Increased 

confidence Improved ability 
to manage 
emotional 

and practical 
difficulties

Improved 
confidence and 
independence

This year we have supported 87 
Women and Girls. Out of those 40% 
had multiple presenting needs.

In total since the start of the project we 
received 276 referrals and 235 were allocated 
to the specialist workers shown above.

We developed our own bespoke Outcomes monitoring tool, which was used to measure 
the difference made in 5 areas and the outcomes to date are:

“I feel confident going to an appointment with my GP or other service provider e.g. housing,
and I know where to go to get support” – 79%

“I have been feeling good about myself and optimistic about the future” 76%

“I have been able to make up my own mind about things” – 69%

“I feel safe in my home and my community” 57%

“I am able to make healthy decisions and have been dealing with problems well” 76%

We have also learnt through the onset of COVID-19 that the support offered by the service 
has been invaluable for service users. The service was quick to adapt to deliver continuously 
where other services had closed. We have learnt that although during the pandemic the 
service users have achieved positive outcomes, with many exiting the service on a positive 
pathway. During the pandemic we continued to support 74 women and young women

 “I suppose all I can say is that without [worker], I am not entirely sure where I would be. I truly 
believe that she has saved me, not just from myself but from life. She has given me a glimmer of 
hope that life is worth living if I choose to do so. I cannot thank both [worker] and Women’s Lives 
Leeds for being in service and being able to help me even though I’m not the easiest to work with.“
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Community Engagement Service
The Community Engagement Service provides outreach support for women and girls 
in Leeds, delivered through a range of community venues It offered light touch support, 
information, advice and signposting through the provision of drop in and awareness raising 
sessions by working in partnership with local women’s community organisations.

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference
Through the external evaluation and ongoing service provision we have learnt that the 
community engagement service served well in its function to increase the reach of WLL 
across Leeds, achieving more than its intended target in terms of the provision of information 
to women, and engagement via outreach.

This aspect of the service was described as successfully engaging with traditionally 
harder to reach communities, extending the reach of advice and increasing service user 
confi dence, with the workers gaining knowledge about women’s centred specifi c marginalised 
communities and partnership work enabling them to improve their own practice.

“I came to England with my children alone and you welcomed me 
with open arms. I am doing the course with you, during this covid19 
pandemic you have supported me, giving me moral support, food, 
and contacting other associations I have had an interview with 
a Smart Works job coach, you help me look for a job, you are 
women with big hearts. Thank you very much and many blessings.”

Virtual Service Directory and Online Communications
The Virtual Service Directory and online communications are the conduits to support 
and information for service users. They provide detailed information about WLL and their 
services, opportunities for women and girls, information about how to get involved in WLL 
activities and hosts a service directory that women and girls can search to fi nd suitable 
services or activities. 

What have we learnt and how have we made a difference

Early learning through the evaluation identifi ed that the website was being accessed 
by a range of people both professional and individuals and it was evident from the 
responses more clarity around who it is for was needed, so a restructure of the website 
took place to make it fi t for purpose. The learning since then has been that the service 
directory has proved to be a valuable resource, due to its focus on women and girls only 
services and activities. 

As the project grew so did the website, its information and other social media platforms. 
To date there are Facebook and Twitter platforms regularly being used to promote, consult 
and communicate with women and girls across the city.

1,010 followers on Facebook

3,240 followers on Twitter
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As a Project WLL has been creative and 
service delivery has not stopped and been 
continuous throughout COVID-19. WLL has 
been resourceful, and developed a range 
of tools that can be used online to continue 
service delivery including; 

We have used learning from the Peer 
Support work and changed the original Peer 
Support Tool Kit to be an online resource 
which has been downloaded 49 times, and 
by using this tool kit WLL Alliance members 
have continued to deliver Peer Support within 
their own organisations.

The biggest achievement taking from the 
learning of the COVID-19 report has enabled 
the WLL Alliance members and other women’s 
groups and organisations to benefi t from 
additional resources that will facilitate greater 
reach. WLL applied for and were granted 
funding for a “Digital Inclusion” project, that 
to date (Project ends January 2021) has 
reached over 500 additional women and 
girls who were identifi ed as being digitally 
excluded as a direct result of COVID-19.

Being proactive and resilient WLL saw the 
national lockdown as an opportunity to do 
things differently. We learnt very quickly that 
women and girls still needed the support 
offered, more so than before not only due 
to other service providers closing facilities 
and stopping services but with the added 
pressures that being in lockdown meant to 
them on a day to day basis. WLL were quick 
to recognise this and through the Women 
Friendly Leeds Initiative asked them how 
COVID-19 was really affecting them, through 
an online survey that took place in June 2020. 

WLL has taken this learning and has shared 
this with Public Health and Leeds City Council 
and it is being used to shape future health 
service provision. The learning of this survey 
has informed specifi c snapshot reports, which 
in turn has ensured that the voices of women 
are infl uencing strategy, commissioning and 
service delivery, which is reaffi rming the need 
to take gendered approaches.

WLL’s collective experience of the women’s 
community and the details of the report have 
contributed to weekly “Community of Interest” 
meetings, where WLL is the lead for Women 
and has also informed a digital exclusion 
report develop by Healthwatch Leeds.

Women’s Lives Leeds’s learning in response to COVID-19 
The year 2020 has been very different not only in terms of it being the fi nal year of the WLL 
Project but also with the onset of a worldwide pandemic – COVID-19.

“Working together 
we can reach many 
more women and 

achieve so much more.” 
– Asha Neighbourhood 

Project

49 downloads
of our peer 

support toolkit
to date...

“The peer support has 
been good. It’s good 
to be able to call 
someone else up to talk 
something over as this 
is an isolating field to 
work in” 

979 contributed to the 
survey and the top 
emerging themes were:

• women’s employability; 

•  juggling numerous tasks 
expected of them, 

•  taking the majority of the 
burden of childcare, 

• other caring responsibilities, 

•  carrying the emotional 
burden;

•  greater general household 
tasks 

•  negatively affecting fi nancial 
stability,

•  increased effects on mental 
health and well-being.



Women’s Lives Leeds is 
a unique partnership 
of the following eleven 
organisations, funded 
by the big lottery fund:

www.womenslivesleeds.org.uk 

twitter.com/leeds_women

facebook.com/womenslivesleeds/
 

Find out more

Our Vision 
That all women and girls in Leeds thrive and fl ourish; 

Women and girls in Leeds are empowered through 
the support they give to each other; the support they 

receive through our work and the support they are 
offered by their families and the wider community; 

Every person and organisation in Leeds champions 
our aim of creating a safe, empowering and 

sustainable city (from UN Women’s Safe Cities
 and Safe Global Spaces). 

Our Mission 
To ensure that the most vulnerable women and 

girls have improved and extended access to the 
services and support they want, when they choose,

 with the support of a dynamic, responsive and 
strategic Leeds Women’s Sector; 

To prioritise and support the needs of women and 
girls with multiple and complex needs through 

the work of the WLL Alliance, leading to a holistic 
response from services that enables women and 

girls to live fulfi lling and independent lives; 

To empower women, girls and Women’s Sector 
Organisations to support their peers and 

infl uence service delivery, development and 
design across the city. 


