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Supportive relationships are not a luxury.
They are preventative infrastructure.
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1.1 Introduction

The Gap Between Compliance and Impact and How We Closed It

This report covers two years of delivery across five local authorities. It documents what the
data showed us, what we changed in response, and the outcomes that followed. Critically, it
explains how technology gave us the ability to move beyond referral numbers, to see real
outcomes for the first time and act on what we found.

In year one, just of young people receiving support

o were interacting regularly with their
3 O /o mentor — relationships that existed

on paper, but not in practice.

Young People Receiving Interacting
Referred support regularly

Completed the
Programme

Year1l 291 151 17

Year 2

New
Referrals

65 31 23 3

Year 2

Referrals
re-engaged
from Year 1

X 88 75 34

Year 2 1mno | _/19s 37

Total \

NS

By applying what o of those receiving support were
we learned, 8 z /o interacting regularly with their mentor.

in year two — relationships that were real.
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1.2 Executive Summary

Care-experienced young people are often described as hard to engage. Our evidence suggests a
different conclusion: many services are simply hard to engage with.

Across two years of delivery in five local authorities, we found a significant gap between reported
programme participation and genuine relationship-based engagement.

Using the same national measure applied in the Department for Education’s Friends, Family and
Befriending evaluation, 52% of our referred young people were recorded as receiving support —

broadly in line with sector benchmarks.

But when we looked at actual interaction, only 30% were regularly engaging with their mentor.
This changed when we redesighed the model.

By shifting engagement away from institutional communication methods, meeting young people
through familiar channels, and enabling safe real-time oversight of supportive relationships, regular

engagement increased to 82%.

This report sets out what changed, what we learned, and what this means for the future design of
supportive relationship services for care-experienced young people.

Where we started

Across five local authorities, 291 care-experienced young people were referred into our mentoring
and befriending programme in year one.

Using the same measurement approach as the Department for Education’s national evaluation, 52%
were recorded as receiving support.

However, when we examined actual engagement, only 46 young people were interacting regularly
with their mentor.

This revealed an important gap between programme participation as traditionally measured and the
lived reality of supportive relationships.

Without visibility inside relationships, that distinction is difficult to see.

That changed when we redesigned the model.

223

fully documented live

13,800+

interactions between
mentors and mentees

meetings
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What we changed GOA |_‘

In early 2025, we made a set of connected changes — reshaping both ownership and approach.

1.Ownership of engagement - We took direct ownership of young person engagement. PAs now
provide a simple, warm introduction, and the Goal 17 team leads all follow-up and relationship-
building. This ensured the programme did not feel like another statutory service. As we were
offering volunteer mentors outside the system, it needed to feel that way from the very first
interaction.

2.Meeting young people where they are - We moved away from email, phone calls and early face-
to-face meetings, and instead engaged young people through WhatsApp — the platform they
already use. This was not just a channel shift, but a shift in approach: from institutional
engagement to meeting young people on their terms.

3.Building trust through micro-connections - We stopped asking for upfront commitment to
mentoring. Instead, we built relationships gradually through short messages, simple check-ins,
and consistent, low-pressure contact. Trust was built over time, through repeated micro-
connections — not a single conversation.

4.Continuous learning from real interactions - Enabled by our new technology, we analysed
13,800+ interactions directly from this programme, in detail. This allowed us to identify the
specific behaviours that drive engagement, translate them into practical principles, and embed
them across delivery. This process is ongoing — the model continues to evolve as new insight
emerges.

Impact

The most important change is this: regular engagement increased from 30% to 82% among young
people recorded as receiving support. This is not a marginal improvement. It is a fundamental shift in
engagement — achieved without changing the cohort, only how we reached and interacted with
them.

But engagement is only meaningful if it leads to real outcomes. Across the programme, we see clear
evidence that it does:
¢ 69% of young people identified as NEET show progression into employment or education, or are
actively moving towards it
* 1in 8 meetings involve a mentor responding to a crisis or safeguarding moment
¢ Consistent evidence of support with housing stability, financial challenges, and emotional well-
being
These are not assumed outcomes or retrospective survey responses. They are visible in real time,
through the interactions between young people and their mentors.

Why we share this

Mentoring is sometimes viewed as supplementary rather than essential. The evidence in this report
challenges that directly. What we see is not optional or marginal — it is meaningful, measurable
impactin the lives of young people who need it most. We hope this report encourages wider adoption
of mentoring for care-experienced young people who both deserve it and demonstrably benefit from
it.

We also share this because the learning matters. The scale of improvement achieved here is not
accidental — it is the result of specific, repeatable changes. We offer this insight openly so it can
inform and strengthen practice across the sector.
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2.1 The Problem We Are Solving -National Context

Care-experienced young people face structural disadvantage that runs
across every outcome measure:

HOUSING WORK PEOPLE

WELLBEING

The scale is large,
but the impact is
personal

39%

of care leavers aged
19-21 are NEET

Only
34%

of care leavers aged
19-21 are living
independently

80%

of care leavers say
they feel isolated
after leaving care.

50k

Care Leavers aged
17-21 in England

1in4

care-experienced children
in England had never been
in employment or
education in the eight
years after leaving school,
compared to 4 in 100 of all
school leavers.*

25%

of homeless people
have been in care.

46%

of care leavers have a
diagnosable mental health
condition.

+83k

children currently in
care - need will

sharply grow in the
next 5-10 years

27%

of the adult prison
population has a
care-experienced
background

19%

of care leavers aged 19-
21 are in semi-
independent transitional
accommodation.

2in3

care leavers report
feeling lonely
“most of the time.”
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2.2 What our year one data showed

In 2024-25, Goal 17 delivered the programme across five local authorities. On paper, the results
looked reasonable. In reality, they told a different story.

Young People Receiving Interacting Completed the
Referred support regularly Programme

Year1l 291 151 17

Just 30% G2

The programme was functioning. But of the 228 young people recorded as receiving support, only
30% of them were interacting regularly with their mentor.

The records from this period make that clear:
« “PAunsure if YP will engage; place on programme being held.”
¢ “YP matched with mentor — however, did not engage.”
* “Waiting for the young person to respond to the invitation to match.”

Across the dataset, 275 of 360 Ml records showed ‘Not applicable’ in the contact field — indicating
no meaningful, long-term interaction had taken place. We were counting young people. We were not
fundamentally impacting them.

2.3 How our data compared to the sector

In September 2025, the DfE published the year-one evaluation of the national FFBM programme
(Ecorys and Coram). Engagement was measured as ‘actively receiving support’ — defined as young
people with a support start date who had not withdrawn. Across 23 projects nationally, 62% of
referred young people met this definition. Applied to our own data, the same metric would have
shown 52% — slightly below average, but broadly in line with the sector.

We could have maintained or incrementally improved that figure. Instead, we asked a different
question: Were young people actually meeting and interacting with their mentor?

The national metric reflects what can reasonably be measured across multiple local authorities
without visibility into relationships. But it cannot show whether engagement is real.

Harnessing new technology, Wowment.ai, we were able to look beyond the standard framework. Year
two was designed to close the gap between recorded engagement and real engagement.
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3.1 Year 2 improvements
Rethinking the referral: from statutory handover to
human connection

Under the original model in Year 1, referrals and initial engagement were the responsibility of
Personal Advisors. PAs are the statutory social workers assigned to support care leavers — often
deeply committed to the young people they work with, and carrying significant caseloads under
considerable pressure. Their role in the programme was logical: they knew the young people, held the
relationships, and had the contractual responsibility for referrals.

In practice, it created an invisible barrier.

For a young person who has grown up in the care system, every meaningful adult relationship has
arrived through an institution. Social workers, foster carers, key workers, CAMHS clinicians — all of
them have been, in some sense, part of the apparatus of the state. Many have been caring and
skilled. But they have also come with paperwork, with thresholds, with endings determined by
funding cycles rather than by the relationship itself. Young people learn, over time, to hold those
relationships at a certain distance. Not because they don't want connection — but because they
have learned what institutional connection costs.

When a PA introduced mentoring, it arrived through that same door. Another service. Another referral.
Another professional with a form to fill in. For young people already disengaged from the system, the
framing was the problem — not the offer.

What we changed
We stopped asking PAs to lead engagement entirely.

Instead, we asked them to do one thing: have a single warm conversation with the young person — to
mention that a mentor could be available, someone with no statutory role, no reporting obligations,
no agenda except to be useful— and then hand over completely to the Goal 17 team.

From that point, Goal 17 takes full responsibility. The first sustained contact a young person has with
the programme is no longer from inside the system they have already disengaged from. Itis from a
small, independent team whose only purpose is to find them someone worth talking to.

That reframing — from statutory referral to human offer — sounds subtle. The data suggests itis
anything but.

We delivered this new approach as structured training to PA teams across all five local authorities.
We were clear about why the previous model had struggled, what we were asking PAs to do
differently, and what would happen next. PAs who had felt the frustration of year one — who had
watched referrals stall and withdrawals mount — understood immediately. The problem had not
been their effort. It had been the frame.
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3.2 Year 2 improvements
The channel shift: meeting young people where they are

When we reviewed year one of delivery, one challenge stood out above all others: how to create
meaningful, consistent communication with young people in a way that was both safe and natural.

Across the sector, there is a well-established tension:
o Safeguarding requires oversight, boundaries, and traceability
+ Relationships require informality, ease, and human connection

To manage this, many programmes rely on structured channels — email, phone calls, or dedicated
apps designed to sit between the mentor and young person. In practice, these approaches create
friction. Young people do not regularly check email. Calls from unknown numbers go unanswered.
Standalone apps require effort, logins, and intent — all of which are barriers at the very point where
engagement is most fragile.

The result is predictable: communication stalls before the relationship has a chance to begin.

Understanding how young people actually communicate
Rather than asking young people to adapt to programme structures, we asked a different question:
How are they already communicating with people they trust? The answer was consistent: WhatsApp.

WhatsApp is not just a tool — it is a familiar, low-pressure environment where communication feels
informal, immediate, and human. It allows conversations to start small, build gradually, and happen
at the young person’s pace. But using WhatsApp introduced a hew challenge.

The safeguarding barrier
Direct communication via WhatsApp between volunteers and young people is typically not permitted
within traditional programme models. The risks are clear:
* Personal contact details are exchanged
e Conversations sit outside organisational oversight
« Safeguarding concerns cannot be monitored in real time
This is why many programmes avoid it altogether — even if it means losing engagement.

Designing a different solution
Instead of choosing between engagement and safeguarding, we designed a model that could deliver
both. We developed Wowment.ai — a patent-pending technology that enables mentors and young
people to communicate via WhatsApp without exchanging personal contact details.
Through this approach:

¢ Conversations take place within the young person’s preferred channel

e Personal phone numbers remain hidden on both sides

¢ Allinteractions are visible to the programme team

o Al-supported monitoring flags potential safeguarding risks in real time
This removes the need for external apps or intermediaries, while maintaining full oversight and
accountability.
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3.3 Year 2 improvements
Micro-connections: where mentoring actually happens

The way young people communicate has changed. Communication is now immediate, informal and
shaped by short, frequent interactions rather than scheduled conversations. For care-experienced
young people, this shift is even more pronounced. Trust is not built through formal settings — it is
built gradually, through repeated, low-pressure contact.

Why formal meetings don’t work as a starting point

Traditional mentoring models assume the relationship begins with a meeting. For many young
people, this is a difficult place to start. A meeting carries weight. It implies expectation,
commitment, and a level of openness that has not yet been earned.

For those whose experiences of adult relationships have often been inconsistent or conditional,
being asked to sit down and engage with a stranger is not always experienced as an opportunity —
but as something to navigate or avoid.

A different starting point

What we observed — both in the data and in practice — was that the relationships that lasted did not
begin with structured meetings. They began with something much smaller; a short message, a simple
check-in, a reply later that day, a conversation that builds gradually over time. These are micro-
connections — low-stakes interactions that create space for trust to develop. They ask very little, but
over time, they build something significant.

Where mentoring actually happens

One of the most important insights from this work is that mentoring does not primarily happenin
meetings. It happens in the moments between them:

e when ayoung person shares something small that matters to them

* when they ask a question, they might not raise in a formal setting

e when advice is given in real time, in response to something happening that day

+ when someone checks in — and the conversation continues

These interactions are easy to overlook — because they are informal, unstructured, and historically
invisible within programme data. But they are where trust is built and support is delivered.

of all messages were initiated
by the young person.

This shows agency, not just engagement.
Young people are choosing to reach out, to
continue conversations, and to build the
relationship on their own terms.
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Micro-connections don't stop there, they also create a pathway that more formal approaches cannot.
« Amessage becomes a conversation
e Aconversation becomes familiarity
+ Familiarity makes a phone call possible
« Acall makes a meeting feel safe
This progression cannot be scheduled. It happens when the young person is ready — and at a pace
they control. Across active relationships, this pattern was consistent: text > voice »> face-to-face. Not
as a requirement, but as a natural evolution of trust.

From micro to meaningful

2% 2

Day

of partnerships
reached 100+ median gap
messages between contact
Small interactions built into Support was consistent —
sustained, meaningful nhot occasional.

relationships over time.

28 5%

Characters

of messages sent
average first between 6pm and
message length 10pm
Trust begins small — often Mentoring happened when
just a few words. young people needed it —

not just working hours
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3.4 Year 2improvements
Enabling this at scale: safeguarding and visibility

Informal communication, micro-connections, and young person-led engagement only works if it can
be delivered safely and consistently at scale. This creates a fundamental requirement: the ability to
understand what is happening inside relationships, without disrupting them. Through developing and
deploying Wowment.ai we have been able to strike this balance.

Making the invisible visible — responsibly

Historically, much of mentoring has taken place out of sight. The informal conversations where trust
is built and support is given have been largely invisible to programme teams. This creates two risks:

1. safeguarding concerns may go unnoticed,

2. and relationships that are struggling may quietly disengage.
Our approach was to make these interactions visible in a way that is proportionate, targeted, and
respectful of privacy. We do not monitor conversations in a way that intrudes on the relationship.
Programme teams are not routinely reading message threads. Instead, the system identifies patterns
and signals that may indicate risk or disengagement — surfacing only what requires human attention.

Safeguarding through intelligent alerts

Interactions are continuously reviewed through Al-assisted monitoring, which flags potential
safeguarding concerns such as boundary issues, distress indicators, or disclosures of harm.
These alerts are generated with context, allowing a trained team member to assess whether
intervention is needed. This ensures that:

e concerns are identified early

¢ responses are timely and proportionate

e and support can be provided when it matters most
Importantly, this approach balances safeguarding with trust. Young people are able to communicate
freely, without the sense that their conversations are being actively observed, while still being
protected if something goes wrong.

Flagged: 28 Mar 2026 | My place l

maybe. | mean someone might be

round at that time — Mentor

suggesting meeting at his home with

potential third parties present raises

questions about appropriate mentoring
Programme A Progress Assigned boundaries and safeguarding protocols. Safegquarding.. 4  Relationship . 4 Lastcontact @& DayssinceC Total Messag
Care Leaver &‘ Flagged: 28 Mar 2026 | My place maybe. | m 27 404
Care Lasver &5 Flagged: 28 Mar 2026 | Message date: Date Meetings not be... 67
Care Leaver &e& Flagged: 28 Mar 2026 | Message date: Date Meetings not be... 1 199

ar 2 w Flagged: 05 Apr 2026 | Message date: Date Meetings not be...

Care Loaver m Flagged: 05 Apr 2026 | Message date: Date Meetings not be...
Care Leaver &!5 Flagged: 08 Apr 2026 | Message date: Date Disclosure of Hom I 14

10

i

Inappropriate contact
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Supporting relationships to succeed

The same approach allows us to identify when relationships need support — not just when there is
risk. Patterns such as reduced contact, stalled conversations, or relationships that have not yet
started can be identified early.

This enables the team to step in at the right moment — offering guidance, encouragement, or
practical support to help the relationship move forward. Rather than waiting for disengagement to
become visible in formal reporting, support can be provided while the relationship is still
recoverable.
Assigned ... Relations.. & % Last contact A DayssinceC.. A @ Total Messag..
Gone quiet Jan 21 67 381
Stalled early Jan 15 73 7
Not yet started 0 0
Gone quiet Jul 10, 2025 261 83
Meetings not be... Mar 28 1 869
Not yet started 0 0
Gone quiet Jan 28 60 51

Stalled early Dec 9, 2025 110 2

Stalled early Jan 9 79 2

PPV PDDD

From oversight to understanding

Harnessing the data from all our mentor and mentee interactions we have been able to shift
programme delivery from passive oversight to active support.

The team is able to:
e prioritise where attention is needed
e respond to emerging risks
¢ and strengthen relationships as they develop
The result is a model that is not only safer, but more responsive, more human, and more effective.

The most important parts of mentoring — the small, informal moments where trust is built and
support is given — have traditionally been the hardest to see and the hardest to measure. This
approach makes them visible in a way that respects the relationship itself. It allows us to safeguard,
support, and learn — without compromising the trust that those relationships depend on.
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