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Introduction
The Life Changes Trust is passionate about putting young people with care 
experience at the heart of our work. We provide a range of opportunities for 
young people with care experience to express what matters to them and to 
develop softer skills such as improved self-confidence, creativity and a sense of 
self-worth.

Investing directly in individual young people with care experience through 
individual funding awards is one aspect of our approach to creating lasting 
positive change. Our journey began with an Individual Grants pilot in 2014, 
which led on to the development of the Aspirational Awards scheme which was 
launched in November 2016 and continues to run today. 

The focus of this Briefing is Aspirational Awards. We are keen to share:

 B How young people have used the funding awards

 B What we know about impact

 B What we have learned so far about running this kind of individual funding 
programme

Through Aspirational Awards we have been privileged to catch a glimpse of 
young people’s lives – and more importantly, of their hopes and dreams for the 
future. We are thankful to the young people who have applied, and who have 
once again reminded us of the ambition, creativity and individuality of young 
people with care experience in Scotland.
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Who might be interested in this 
briefing?
We consider that the audience for this Briefing includes:

 B Those supporting young people with care experience to plan their future (we 
will use the term practitioner to describe this group, but are using the term 
very broadly to include support workers, carers, project staff – anyone who 
would consider themselves as an ally of young people).

 B Funders or commissioners looking to take a co-production approach to 
developing and delivering funding initiatives (we will use the term Co-Pro 
Funders to describe this group).

 B Funders with a particular interest in funding awards for individuals (we will 
use the term Funders of Individual Grants to describe this group).

The Briefing will focus on the development of Aspirational Awards, what has 
been funded through the scheme and the impact this has had. Finally, the 
report will share the learning to date on delivering this funding programme 
across Scotland.

Background
Individual Grants Pilot
In 2014 the Trust carried out an Individual Grants pilot for young people with 
care experience. The grants were available in Glasgow City and the Highlands 
during the pilot phase, and small grants of up to £500 were available to any 
young person aged 14 – 26 years with experience of being in care. The grants 
were designed to be highly flexible.

Conducting this pilot allowed us to hear directly from young people just how 
powerful a relatively small financial intervention can be when they can make 
their own choices about what will make the most difference to them and 
subsequently control a budget to make this happen. For many young people, 
simply being asked to think about what could make a difference in their lives 
was in itself hugely significant.
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Our learning from the Individual Grants pilot concluded that the initiative had 
a positive impact on the lives of young people with care experience which went 
beyond the immediate financial benefit. One of the key findings was the gap in 
support for young people 21-26 years, particularly in terms of helping them to 
think about their longer-term future. And so Aspirational Awards was born!

Aspirational Awards
What are Aspirational Awards?
Aspirational Awards are individual funding awards for young people with care 
experience aged 21-26 who currently live in Scotland. Young people can apply 
to the Trust for funding to support them to achieve their personal aspirations.

The Aspirational Awards grant scheme has been designed to be as flexible 
as possible as we understand that ‘aspiration’ can mean different things to 
different people. However, we do believe that an aspirational idea must be 
based on these general principles:

 B an ambition or dream which will create a long-term impact

 B something which will help achieve a long-term goal

What was the development process for Aspirational 
Awards?
The Life Changes Trust is committed to truly listening to the voice of young 
people with care experience, as we believe that this is the only way we can 
achieve transformational change. This is an approach that underpins all of our 
funded projects and to make sure we are walking the walk within the Trust, we 
established our Advisory Group.

The Advisory Group is made up of volunteers who advise the Young People with 
Care Experience Programme within the Trust, and work on specific funding 
projects and initiatives. Since 2016, their work has expanded and they are 
regularly involved in:

 B supporting the development of 
Programme initiatives

 B assessing applications for funding

 B attending Programme Committee 
meetings in an advisory capacity

 B presenting their unique approach 
at various conferences

 B advising and consulting with 
external stakeholders
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The first project the Advisory 
Group worked on was the 
development of Aspirational 
Awards. The Trust and the 
Advisory Group took a co-
production approach to develop 
Aspirational Awards and 
since its inception the group 
has continued to be involved 
in the delivery and ongoing 
development of the project.

The Advisory Group worked on 
Aspirational Awards over a six-
month period and they were 
immersed in all aspects of its 
development and continue 
to lead its delivery. This has 
included deciding criteria, 
designing application materials, 
acting as paid Grant Assessors 
and making final decisions on 
who receives funding.

The Trust’s Advisory Group 
has without a doubt made 
Aspirational Awards what it is 
today and their approach has 
been central to making it a 
flexible, personal and responsive 
grants scheme.

To sum the Group up and what 
we do is hard, you need to see 

and be part of the magic which 
 I am, and I am very proud!!!  

Advisory Group Member

On today’s to-do list is marking 
some more of the fantastic 

Aspirational Awards we received 
this round! Love reading about care 

experienced young adults’  
dreams and aspirations! 

Advisory Group Member

Sometimes I forget that 
everything here has been done by 
us – it was just an idea, and now 
in less than a year people have 

actual awards.  
Advisory Group Member
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Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: if you are keen to engage with people and 
communities in designing funding initiatives, be clear about the scope 
of the involvement. If you can involve people in every aspect – setting 
criteria, designing the application process and making decisions – you 
are much more likely to get buy-in and commitment over time.

An example of their approach to the design of Aspirational Awards was the 
group’s determination to consider how the process would feel for applicants.

They wanted the process of applying to be as positive as possible for applicants 
and worked very hard to streamline the application process, making it as 
simple but as robust as possible. Members of the group are very aware of how 
difficult it can be for young people to ask for money, even when the money is 
a dedicated funding stream designed for them. They are also alert to the fact 
that some young people may feel that others are “more deserving”. 

Top Tip for Funders 
of Indivivdual 
Grants: reflect on 
how it feels to be 
given an award and 
build this knowledge 
into your processes. 
Reflecting on how 
it feels to receive 
an award can help 
a funder design 
processes that 
communicate trust 
and belief in an 
individual.

One specific example of this focus on how 
it would feel for applicants was the group’s 
idea to send all successful applicants 
a personalised ‘Welcome Pack’. This 
pack includes a handbook with relevant 
information about the applicant’s individual 
award and also a small gift representing their 
aspiration (e.g. paintbrushes for someone 
pursuing an art related aspiration).

The group also works with Trust staff to 
make sure that unsuccessful applicants are 
encouraged to reapply where this is relevant 
or are signposted to other possible avenues 
of support. 
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Designing and developing Aspirational Awards was 
overall an excellent experience, knowing that we are 
able to help young people create a better future for 
themselves, and during the process of developing the 
awards we have made really good friends and make 
a good team. 
Advisory Group Member

Top Tip for Funders of Individual Grants: pay special attention to the 
application process, thinking about things like offering a responsive 
and encouraging enquiries service, and making links to other agencies 
and avenues of support for people should they be unsuccessful.
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The graphic below further shows the extensive role of the Advisory Group in 
developing Aspirational Awards. 

Developing 
purpose & 
criteria

 ✔ Defining ‘aspirational’
 ✔ Developing outcomes
 ✔ Clarifying aims
 ✔ Developing eligibility criteria
 ✔ Deciding what we would and would not fund

Pitching their 
proposal

 ✔ Presenting their proposal for Aspirational Awards 
to Trustees

 ✔ Trustees approved the proposal and gave the 
Advisory Group delegated authority to make 
assessment decisions with staff support

Developing 
funding 
processes & 
materials

 ✔ Developing application and assessment processes
 ✔ Discussing risk and deciding on appropriate 

mitigation measures
 ✔ Designing application and assessment forms

Developing   ✔ Writing script and starring in promotional video
 ✔ Developing list of stakeholders for promotion
 ✔ Designing Aspirational Awards logo and 

promotional flyer with Communications Team
 ✔ Promoting Aspirational Awards through dedicated 

Twitter and Facebook pages
 ✔ Holding a Celebration and Launch Event

Assessing 
applications 
& making 
funding 
decisions

 ✔ Attend bespoke assessment training
 ✔ Advisory Group members paid to be Grant 

Assessors and assess all applications received
 ✔ All Grant Assessors attend assessment panel 

and make decisions based on their collective 
assessments and the available budget

Ongoing 
development

 ✔ Full-scale review at least once a year
 ✔ Used their learning to further develop the Trust’s 

individual grants offer
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The work of our Advisory Group is currently being reviewed by an external 
evaluator, and their work on Aspirational Awards will be explored as part of this 
evaluation. Through this we hope to share more about the impact of the Group 
and the Aspirational Awards scheme.

From logos, to names, to values 
and mission statements, to 

becoming pros at co-production, 
you can say this wonderful 

group have done it all. 
Advisory Group Member
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What have we funded?
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When the Life Changes Trust Advisory Group began developing Aspirational 
Awards it quickly became clear that defining what ‘aspirational’ meant, and 
therefore what could be funded through the scheme, was much more complex 
than first thought. It was important that the Trust gave the group space 
and time to work through this challenge so they could reach a place that 
collectively they felt comfortable with.

The Advisory Group worked hard to be as clear as possible to applicants about 
what we would fund, whilst also keeping it as flexible and open as possible so 
that applicants could tell us why they believed what they were applying for was 
aspirational to them. In assessing applications, the Advisory Group hold one 
another to account robustly and carefully in line with this value of considering 
every aspiration on its individual merits. 

Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: investing time at the beginning for the 
people you are engaging with to have space and time to debate, 
workshoping and developing their thinking will save time in the long 
run – once you reach decision-making stage people will be more 
confident in their approach.

Taking this flexible approach to Aspirational Awards applications has 
been invaluable to the Life Changes Trust. Over the seven funding rounds 
administered to date we have been lucky enough to see first-hand the 
uniqueness, determination and creativity of young people with care 
experience.

The variety of applications has been inspiring – everything from polar 
expeditions to make-up skills for morticians – and although many young 
people have chosen to pursue ground-breaking aspirations, there have also 
been many smaller-scale, more modest aspirations which nonetheless clearly 
have significant meaning for the young people concerned.

Despite the variety, we have begun to see thematic patterns emerging and the 
following section highlights the main themes of applications we have received 
so far.
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Entrepreneurial Spirit
The Life Changes Trust has received a large number of applications requesting 
funding to support young people in starting up a business or to become self-
employed.

The range of applications for business start-ups has been extensive. The Trust 
has supported start-up costs for a hairdressing business, a football coaching 
business, a landscaping business, a tree surgeon business and others. In some 
cases, during the assessment process the group has felt that some applicants 
need to spend more time on developing their business plan. For example, some 
applicants are not clear enough about likely levels of demand and/or do not 
factor in all relevant costs.

Top Tip for Funders of Individual Grants: if you are willing to fund 
business start-ups, consider partnerships with people who can provide 
the relevant advice on Business Planning. This might mean thinking 
beyond the traditional support routes such as Business Gateway and 
thinking about named contacts who may be willing to help in an 
informal and flexible way.

The applications focussed on supporting people to become self-employed have 
again been varied. However, a significant number of these applications have 
been focussed on roles within the construction sector. The applications we have 
supported under this theme have generally requested funding for equipment 
or courses to support applicants to become self-employed. Examples of such 
applications are equipment to support employment as a joiner and window 
fitter.
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The applications the Trust has received related to the construction sector 
indicate that having access to your own tools and equipment is an advantage 
in this field of work as it allows people to pick up work independently, as 
opposed to relying on using or borrowing equipment from a company. These 
items can be expensive and challenging for young people to access particularly 
when they do not have the usual family networks to fall back on, and getting a 
foot in the door in this growth employment sector can be valuable in terms of 
long-term job prospects.

Other examples of applications we have supported that relate to self-
employment include support for training as a dog groomer, and equipment for 
developing a career as a social media influencer. Sharing these examples may 
act as inspiration for other young people to think of the variety of career routes 
which could potentially be open to them.

Top Tips for Practitioners: your relationships with young people can 
be a springboard to conversations about the broad range of career 
options that exist. Encourage young people to think broadly about their 
interests and skills and to build outwards from there – self-employment 
and business start-ups can be viable options.
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Higher Education
Through Aspirational Awards the Trust has supported young people with care 
experience to further engage in higher education.

Funding through Aspirational Awards has supported young people at different 
stages of their higher education journey, including:

 B Funding towards studying new University courses, including Master level 
courses.

 B Funding to help young people make the most out of their University 
experience, e.g. supporting young people to undertake international 
exchanges and equipment for specialist courses.

 B Funding to support young people to complete their studies, e.g. through 
living expenses when these costs have become a barrier to finishing a 
course.

The applications the Trust has received under this category highlight the need 
for young people with care experience to access additional grant funding 
during higher education. As above this could be to help further their education, 
support them to make the most out of their course, or remove financial barriers 
to completing their course. This is vital as we know that young people with care 
experience are more vulnerable to dropping out of their courses, with lifelong 
impact on their earning potential.

Top Tip for Practitioners: be ambitious for young people. They may 
not always see their potential, but the Trust’s experience through 
Aspirational Awards demonstrates that young people with care 
experience can achieve significant success in a range of fields including 
academia.
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Volunteering
We have loved hearing inspiring stories of young people hoping to volunteer 
their time and expertise to give something back to their own communities, or 
to support communities further afield.

To date the Trust has funded a range of applications focussed on volunteering 
abroad. Some of these have been linked to pursuing professional development 
and others more focussed on personal development. Applications related to 
volunteering abroad that we have funded include supporting young people to 
volunteer in Africa, the United States of America (USA), Central America, Europe 
and Asia.

One of our awardees, Sorcha, used the funding to travel to Oklahoma for a 
study visit to a Clubhouse – one of a number of Clubhouses which provide a 
community of support for people experiencing mental health difficulties in the 
USA. The Award provided Sorcha with a unique experience, which she believes has 
furthered her knowledge and competency in relation to supporting vulnerable 
adults. Reflecting on her experience of volunteering abroad, Sorcha said:

The Clubhouse brought together a beautiful and vibrant 
collection of people all in recovery from mental health 
difficulties... I feel truly honoured to have shared 
the stories and laughs that I did with that group 
within the four weeks. The experience has opened 
my understanding to the support that is available for 
people experiencing poor mental health across the 
world. Most importantly it has inspired me to keep 
learning from key services like Clubhouse and keep 
fighting for social change.
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Vocational Courses
Young people actively pursuing their hobbies and interests has been another 
of the main application themes across the first seven rounds of Aspirational 
Awards.

The range of applications that the Trust has supported under this category 
is vast. We have supported applications for specialist screenwriting 
classes; acting courses; courses in Japanese and Korean; specialist sports 
coaching courses; cooking classes and professional accounting courses.

As a result of the Aspirational 
Awards I’m now enrolled in  
a screenwriting class, with  

a script which so far is 
 being well received by my  
class-mates and lecturer.  

Awardee

Incredibly grateful to the @
LifeChangesTrst for enabling me to learn 
from these incredible people and having 

an unforgettable experience in #hongkong. 
Looking forward to continuing the hard 
work and (hopefully) passing the exam. 

#achieve #hongkong #thankyou  
Awardee
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In some cases, Awards have been used to support young people to make a 
career change or pursue professional development. In other cases, the funding 
has been used to support young people to further explore activities that enable 
them to express themselves, get to know themselves better and in turn develop 
their self-worth. These softer outcomes are important when considering mental 
health and wellbeing, which can be a particular challenge for young people 
with care experience. 

Top Tip for Funders of Individual Grants: if you can use your funding 
to support people to develop their skills, creating space for personal 
development as well as professional development opportunities can be 
highly valuable, supporting mental wellbeing.

Equipment
In addition to the equipment related to self-employment mentioned above, 
the Trust has supported applicants to purchase other equipment to help them 
pursue aspirations related to their interest and hobbies.

Once again, there has been a variety of requests under this application theme 
but the majority have been focussed on creative activities. For example, the 
Trust has funded applications for specialist software for musical pursuits, art 
supplies, and photographic and filming equipment.

The Trust has also funded applications related to physical activities, including 
specialist equipment for taking part in elite sport.

Last weekend I had my first track cycling competition. 
Thanks to the @LifeChangesTrst for making it possible 
for me to change sport. Awardee

Aside from the range of applications mentioned above the Trust has also 
funded other unique aspirations and as we continue our Aspirational Awards 
journey we look forward to supporting more young people.



17

ASPIRATIONAL 
AWARDS

Impact: the power of trust, control 
and opportunity
The Life Changes Trust has collected feedback from a small number of 
awardees on their experience of receiving an Aspirational Award, and whether 
they felt receiving it had an impact on their lives. Gathering this information 
has proved more challenging than expected for several reasons.

Firstly, it quickly became apparent that young people regularly change their 
contact information which made it more difficult to keep in touch with them as 
time went on. Secondly, as we wanted to give young people time to spend their 
award, and feel the potential impact of this, we were often trying to contact 
them months after they had originally applied.

This means the data we have gathered is limited, and although we would like 
to continue to capture data from awardees in early rounds we also need to be 
careful not to ask too much of them.

The evidence we have collected to date has come from successful applicants, 
and in some cases from those closest to them. This type of observational 
evidence is important to us as it is our opportunity to hear directly from young 
people.

I know how much of a difference these 
#AspirationalAwards have made for care experienced 
yng adults. They’re truly liberating and life-changing 
grants. Spread the word far & wide.  
Go @LifeChangesTrst. CEO, stakeholder organisation 

Top Tips for Funders of Individual Grants: be realistic about your 
evaluation approach. The nature of this type of funding can make 
it difficult to gather impact information, but people around your 
awardees can offer observational evidence which is useful in building 
an overall picture.
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Although we do not have enough evidence to make big claims about the 
impact of these types of grants, we can tell you what we are beginning to see.

The most important thing we have learned is that it is about more than just the 
money.

The sections below highlight some of the ways Aspirational Awards have had a 
positive impact.

Sense of Self
From what young people have told us the process of being awarded 
Aspirational Awards funding can in itself have a profound impact. This finding 
is consistent with our experience of delivering the Individual Grants Pilot in 
2014 – that being entrusted to make decisions about your own life can be 
hugely significant.

We have heard from awardees that just securing the funding made them feel 
more positive about their own lives, it helped them understand their own 
worth and in one case a young person felt it contributed to improving their 
mental health. From what we understand, these impacts are largely down to 
the process of applying for and being awarded the funding. We feel that this 
process represents our belief in young people fulfilling their aspirations, and 
that we trust them to do what they set out to.

I learned a lot about myself and have become a 
more reflective person. I have also come to have 
a more positive view of myself as a result of this 
process. Gaining the award helped me to feel more 
worthy of something so amazing, which has had a 
powerful impact on my life. Awardee

I learned that I was willing to step out of my comfort 
zone and step into the unknown by myself, all for a 
greater cause. Awardee
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I learned that I am capable of a lot more than I’m given 
credit for. I also learned that I must stay certain in 
myself to achieve my goals and ambitions. Awardee

It is easy to underestimate the impact of these two elements – belief and 
trust – but our learning has shown that they are fundamental to ensuring that 
young people get the most out of the opportunity.

I’m a big believer in the power of individual funding 
awards. Many people will argue that there is a lack 
of evidence around their impact, and whilst it is true 
that you won’t find a great deal of traditional research 
evidence in relation to individual funding, it is also true 
that there is extensive practice knowledge and wisdom 
about the benefits of this type of approach. Most 
importantly, young people themselves are clear about 
the difference it makes to have even a small amount of 
money that they can direct and make choices with.  
 
Often it’s not centrally important what they actually 
buy with the money. It’s the fact that someone cares 
enough to invest in them and to offer an opportunity 
to manage a specific budget – an important life skill – 
that really has the most positive impact. Showing trust 
and belief in young people is a values-based approach 
which is central to the way we work at the Life Changes 
Trust, and our individual funding awards are a clear 
expression of those values. Carole Patrick, Evidence and 
Influencing Director, Life Changes Trust

Of course, the money is an important part of this picture but we want to 
emphasise the positive impact that trusting young people to make their own 
choices, and providing them the opportunity to do so, can have. 
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Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: the people and communities you engage 
with in co-production can offer you unique insight to help you have 
impact beyond the money – they can help you put your values into 
practice.

Skills Development

The majority of the Aspirational Awards we have funded have been linked to 
professional or personal development in some way. Whether that be to further 
develop skills through courses, or have appropriate equipment to practice or 
gain new business clients.

 A Diploma in Executive Coaching 

A Life Changes Trust Aspirational Award supported Jimmy Paul to 
undertake a Diploma in Executive Coaching at a time when his career 
was evolving from NHS Management towards the care sector. Jimmy is 
passionate about the life-changing impact of coaching, having received 
it himself whilst undertaking the NHS Management Training Scheme. The 
Aspirational Award removed the financial barriers between him and his 
aspiration of allowing others to benefit from coaching, by enabling him 
to pursue the Diploma.

‘Completing the Diploma has had a positive impact on my life and 
my career. But these benefits aren’t just sitting with me; they’re 
reverberating across the care sector through me, and will continue to 
do so throughout my career.

I am really grateful that I was chosen for an Aspirational Award. 
Part of me didn’t feel worthy of applying. Why? Because I know that 
I have a fair amount of stability in my life, maybe more than some 
adults with care experience. But I also know that many people who 
have experienced hardship in their lives struggle with a sense of their 
worthiness, and perhaps that was playing a part in my hesitance...

But I am so glad I was offered the Aspirational Award, because there 
is no way that I would have had this opportunity otherwise. And I can 
say with real confidence that the impact of this Diploma will stretch 
across the rest of my career and life.’
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The feedback we have received from awardees indicates that receiving 
Aspirational Awards funding has supported awardees to develop their skills 
and, in some cases, they believe these skills will support them in future 
employment.

It has made bettering my skills more accessible. Awardee

It has had a huge positive impact on my life. It’s been 
absolutely amazing; being able to juggle parenthood, 
work and personal life. Can’t explain how helpful and 
easy life is now. I’m truly happy and over the moon to be 
a successful applicant. Awardee

It gave me a once in a lifetime opportunity to better 
myself, help others, and see another part of the world. 
It has made me more employable, which will massively 
benefit me in the long term. Awardee

Giving young people with care experience the opportunity to develop their own 
skills, in the way they choose to, is fundamental to Aspirational Awards. The 
quotes above demonstrate the positive impact this type of opportunity can have.
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Taking Control

It has been amazing to hear from awardees who feel receiving an Award has 
allowed them to invest in their own future, either through the determination to 
achieve more or by finding financial security.

The award has allowed me not only to invest in 
equipment needed but has also allowed me to invest 
in my future and push myself to achieve greater things. 
Awardee

It allowed me to start a company that has and will 
continue to grow allowing me to have a secure future 
for myself and my family. Awardee

In their feedback awardees also told us that receiving an Aspirational Award 
influenced the way they approach and view their future. This impact is 
significant as it suggests that a relatively small amount of funding can for 
some people create a ripple effect in their life. It could allow them to imagine a 
different future for themselves or carry the positive impact into other areas of 
their life.

The evidence we have highlighted above has begun to show the positive impact 
individual grants can have for some young people with care experience. We 
are particularly encouraged by the opportunity to illustrate the potential wider 
impact of individual grants as we capture more evidence in the future.
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Learning: it’s all about people, 
flexibility, and a healthy dose  
of risk
The sections below highlight what the Trust has learned through developing 
Aspirational Awards, and touch on how it is administered within the Trust. We 
will focus on the following four areas:

 ✔ Flexibility
 ✔ Approach to Risk
 ✔ Assessment Process
 ✔ Resources

Flexibility

The Life Changes Trust’s approach to administering individual grants to 
young people has evolved over time. We have learned that being flexible is 
fundamental if we are to genuinely support young people to pursue their 
aspirations. Here at the Trust we pride ourselves on being a flexible and 
responsive funder and administering Aspirational Awards has given us plenty of 
opportunity to put these values to the test.

That being said, it is important for us to find a balance between flexibility and 
making the best use of the Trust’s funding. Whilst we want to support awardees 
to use their award there are also limits to how flexible we can be to ensure we 
support as many young people as possible.

Timescales and Purpose of Award

In the development of Aspirational Awards, the Trust’s Advisory Group decided 
that every successful applicant should have one year in which to spend their 
award. It was hoped that this timeframe would mean that successful applicants 
would have time to meet any conditions of funding (e.g. acceptance on a 
University course) and still have time to spend their award.

Over the course of the first seven rounds of Aspirational Awards we have learned 
that in some cases a year is just not long enough. In most instances this is due 
to changes out with the applicant’s control (e.g. course dates change or they 
lose their job so can no longer afford to pursue their aspiration at this time). 
Similarly, we have also had requests from successful applicants looking to 
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change the purpose of their award if they are no longer able to do what they 
had applied to do.

The Trust has always encouraged applicants to stay in touch with us and tell 
us if things are not going to plan. If successful applicants do contact us before 
the year is up to let us know that this is the case we have tried to accommodate 
extensions or changes to awards. As these grants are for individuals we try to 
take a personalised approach to the support we give, and take each decision on 
a case-by-case basis.

Despite being as flexible as we can be, we have also had to accept that not 
all successful applicants are in a place in their lives where they are able to 
accept the funding. We knew this before, but what is even more apparent from 
our experience of administering these grants is that young people’s lives can be 
complex.

Approach to Risk

In the development of Aspirational Awards, the Trust and our Advisory Group 
had many discussions about risk and what level of risk we were collectively 
comfortable with taking.

As mentioned previously, trust and belief in young people with care experience 
is absolutely fundamental to the ethos of Aspirational Awards and it was very 
important that the processes we put in place reinforced this. The Advisory 
Group and the Trust collectively decided that it was important to acknowledge 
this risk and mitigate it as much as possible without creating insurmountable 
barriers which could prevent young people from applying.
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When Aspirational Awards launched we didn’t know 
what we would get people applying for, we did all of 
our risk assessments in regards to what we will fund 
and what we won’t fund. We had long hard discussions 
in regards to risk and what we can do to mitigate the 
funds being misused. We spoke about using vouchers 
to make all payments, or buying certain elements of 
an item directly, however we were then reminded of 
our values, and how we want to put the individual in 
the driving seat and give them the trust and autonomy 
plus life skills to fulfil their dream, including having the 
money in their own bank. 
Advisory Group Member

Discussions with our Advisory Group around our approach to risk for 
Aspirational Awards have been a regular occurrence since its inception. During 
assessment panels the word ‘risk’ is mentioned a lot, and our Assessors are very 
alert to the risk of the funding being misused, but they are even more vigilant 
of anything that could put the applicant at risk.

Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: be completely honest and transparent 
about your overall approach to risk and any absolute rules that must 
be followed in your engagement with people and communities. At 
the same time, be open to challenge and be prepared to challenge 
the thinking of others. This will support you to develop a robust and 
proportionate approach to risk.

Our approach to risk continues to evolve and will continue to be part of our 
discussions going forward. One way in which we try to mitigate risk is through 
conditions of funding.
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Conditions of Funding

The Life Changes Trust often applies conditions of funding when awards are 
made which either place restrictions on how the funding is to be used, or to 
ensure certain factors are in place before the funding is released. Aspirational 
Awards is no different.

During the assessment process, and during the assessment panel, the 
Assessors recommend conditions that they feel should be applied in each 
individual case. Examples of conditions regularly used are confirmation of 
the applicant’s place on a course if applying to study, or the submission of a 
business plan if the applicant is applying for business start-up costs.

The Trust and our Advisory Group continue to work together to find a balanced 
approach to conditions of funding. We need to do what we can to ensure that 
the funding is not misused, but we also do not want to create unnecessary 
barriers.

Assessment Process
As mentioned previously, members of the Trust’s Advisory Group assess all the 
applications we receive for Aspirational Awards.

When developing Aspirational Awards, the Advisory Group spent a lot of time 
discussing how the applications should be assessed to ensure the process was 
robust but efficient. They decided on a process that involves each application 
being assessed by three different group members with everyone coming 
together at an Assessment Panel to make final decisions.

Although this process is more time consuming than the traditional approach 
of one application being assessed by one Assessor, it is also a valuable part of 
the Aspirational Awards process. Discussing the applications at the Assessment 
Panel (more on this below) provides a number of distinct advantages, including:

 B Providing space for rich discussion and constructive challenge that allows 
the Assessors and Trust staff to learn from each other, and ultimately 
continue to develop our approach.

 B Identifying common themes or gaps in applications.

 B Creating space for Assessors and Trust staff to identify signposting 
opportunities.
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Assessment Panel

Once the Assessors have completed their assessments a panel is held. The 
purpose of this panel is to decide which applications to fund, based on the 
assessments completed by members of our Advisory Group.

In advance of the panel, the Assessors are sent a document that summarises 
the average assessment scores for each of the applications and organises them 
in a traffic light system. In its simplest form the traffic light system provides 
a visual representation of the assessment recommendations. Although 
the groupings may change in different funding rounds depending on the 
assessment recommendations, in general the following are used:

 Q Green – all three Assessors have assessed application as 
successful

 Q Amber – two Assessors have assessed application as 
successful, one Assessor has assessed it as unsuccessful

 Q Red – two or more Assessors have assessed the application as 
unsuccessful

Since bringing this system in, we have found that it helps focus discussion 
on the applications that are more complex or where there is not a unanimous 
decision between Assessors.

The panel is attended by the Assessors and two members of funding staff 
who support the panel process. The role of the Assessors is to make collective 
decisions on which applications should be funded. In the panel this involves:

 B Each Assessor briefly stating the rationale behind their recommendation for 
a particular application, highlighting any risks or conditions of funding they 
would like attached to the award.

 B Highlight signposting options for applicants.

 B As a collective, agreeing which applications should be funded based on 
assessment scores, discussion at the panel and the available budget.
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The role of staff in the panel is to ensure:

 B The Assessors agree a recommendation for all applications.

 B Any additional risks not covered in discussion by Assessors are raised and 
considered.

 B The budget is updated as the panel progresses to inform decision-making.

 B Discussion and decisions are recorded.

Assessment panels, where do I start, these are long 
and lots of discussion! Once we have assessed each 
application, we then come together for the assessment 
panel where each Assessor talks through each 
application and why we have scored them the way we 
have. We have Lindsay and Emma there from the Trust 
to make sure we are fair and transparent in this which 
is really important to us. Whether it’s a green light for 
them all or some unsuccessful we always talk through 
this and listen to everyone’s opinion because they 
matter, each and every one. We are a team, a family, 
and no matter how heated these conversations get we 
can always come to an agreed conclusion.  
Advisory Group Member

Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: if involving people and communities in 
assessment and decision-making, work with them to develop a system 
that makes the best use of their time and expertise. Be clear about the 
roles and responsibilities of everyone involved.
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Resources
Inevitably, providing a flexible and responsive individual grants scheme takes 
time and resource. In writing this Briefing, we felt it was important for us to 
give an overview of the work that goes into administering Aspirational Awards 
so that others interested in providing similar grant schemes can build on our 
experience.

In the case of Aspirational Awards, the resources needed are split across the 
following three areas, which will be discussed in turn:

 B Grant Management: dedicated staff to administer the awards and share 
experience and skills with the Trust’s Advisory Group.

 B Co-production: dedicated staff to facilitate the Advisory Group ensuring that 
they remain partners in Aspirational Awards and are supported in their role.

 B Grant Assessors: members of the Trust’s Advisory Group are paid as 
Assessors.

Grant Management

Grant management is where the largest amount of resource is directed for 
Aspirational Awards. Within the Trust, a Senior Funding Officer leads the 
grant management work, with support from administration, finance and 
communication colleagues.

This area of work includes:

 B Launching funding materials

 B Responding to enquiries

 B Logging and storing applications

 B Anonymising applications for assessment and preparing documents for 
assessment panel

 B Issuing award letters and ongoing liaison with successful applicants

 B Making payments

 B Providing bespoke assessment training and support to Assessors

As there are only two rounds of Aspirational Awards per year the workload 
is not consistent throughout the year. Now that Aspirational Awards is well 
established, funding staff’s workload is mainly focussed on supporting the 
assessment process (e.g. sending applications to Assessors, coordinating 
Assessment Panel), the award process (e.g. issuing award letters and ongoing 
liaison with successful applicants) and making payments.
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The ongoing liaison with successful applicants, and taking a person-centred 
approach to this, is fundamental to the ethos of Aspirational Awards but it 
can also be one of the most time-consuming aspects. It is important to the 
Trust that awardees feel comfortable to tell us when something related to their 
award has changed, and that they can trust we will respond in a measured and 
thoughtful way.

Aspirational Awards are a time-intensive method of 
spending small sums of money but it’s absolutely 
worthwhile because small amounts of money spent in 
the right way can leverage real and lasting change for 
individuals. In order to be effective, funders need to 
offer flexible support to applicants at all points before 
and after application to ensure people feel confident 
enough to apply and comfortable enough to request 
assistance or ask the questions they need to. 
 
While most applicants navigate the process easily, 
others sometimes need additional support which can 
be telephone calls, frequent email exchanges, meetings 
or talks with support workers and you need to be able 
to facilitate this in a friendly and welcoming way. 
Emma Hutchison, Senior Funding Officer, Life Changes Trust

The Trust tries to be as responsive as possible to applicant’s needs. On a small 
number of occasions this has resulted in finding new ways to make payments, 
such as finance colleagues making a faster payment where an award is time 
sensitive, or finding alternative ways to make payments (e.g. vouchers or 
paying a course provider directly) where an applicant has flagged that a bank 
transfer is not possible.
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Administering Aspirational Awards is a real team effort that encourages 
collaboration and innovation across the staff team within the Trust. 

Top Tips for Funders of Individual Grants: the involvement and 
understanding of your finance staff will be crucial to success, so engage 
them at an early stage. Encourage discussion of the possible barriers 
and challenges in delivering individual grants and invite finance staff to 
draw on their knowledge and experience to overcome these.

Co-production

This aspect of the Trust’s work ensures that our Advisory Group continue to be 
involved in the ongoing development and delivery of Aspirational Awards.

When we were still in the development stage of Aspirational Awards, the 
co-production element of this work was where the Trust made its biggest 
investment. The Advisory Group codesigned Aspirational Awards over 
a 6-month period, with meetings on a monthly or bi-weekly basis. The 
commitment from the group has been incredible, and they consider 
Aspirational Awards as a key element of their legacy, even as their work with 
the Trust has expanded.

I’ve been very lucky and privileged 
to see this baby blossom. I’ve been 

there for the blood, sweat, tears, many 
snacks and munchies that have been 

involved in the development and 
planning of the Advisory Group and our 

legacy – Aspirational Awards.  
Advisory Group Member
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Now that we have administered seven rounds of Aspirational Awards our co-
production work with the Advisory Group is focused on reviewing, reflecting and 
tweaking our Aspirational Awards processes. This is a hugely valuable part of 
our co-production work as it allows us to use our collective learning to improve 
Aspirational Awards, and ensures that it is driven by the group’s ethos and 
values. The Advisory Group’s role in Aspirational Awards helps it to feel like a 
living and ever-evolving project, which keeps it responsive and relevant.

Through this process we have made a number of adaptations to Aspirational 
Awards, examples of which include:

 B Adapting application questions to help us get richer information from 
applicants.

 B Asking applicants to provide a breakdown of costs if they are applying for 
multiple items, and not just providing a global figure.

 B Including a traffic light system in assessment forms to improve consistency 
across assessment scores.

 B Including additional discretionary points for Assessors to use in their 
assessments in recognition of the individual nature of the applications.

 B Developing a Top-Tips for applicants.
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Here at the Life Changes Trust, we believe that co-production goes hand-in-
hand with relationships. The relationships that have formed between staff and 
our Advisory Group members, and the relationships the group members have 
built with each other, have been an integral part of the success of Aspirational 
Awards. Our relationships allow us to trust each other, support each other and 
challenge each other.

The relationships between us and the Trust is pivotal 
and without this, our group wouldn’t have the success 
it has. We have great support from staff and have from 
the start. Advisory Group Member

These relationships are present in all aspects of Aspirational Awards. The 
Advisory Group trust staff to maintain the ethos of Aspirational Awards in all 
aspects of its delivery, such as responding to enquiries, considering changes to 
awards, and keeping the group up to date with progress. The relationships the 
group members have with each other allow them to work as a cohesive team 
and effectively manage the responsibility they hold when making funding 
decisions.

Top Tip for Co-Pro Funders: investing in the people you work with is an 
important part of the co-production process. Be prepared to invest time 
and open yourself up to building relationships with the people you work 
with – it will be more than worth it.
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Grant Assessors

The final area of resource the Trust dedicates to Aspirational Awards is the 
training, support and payment of Grant Assessors.

The Life Changes Trust is committed to truly listening to the voice of people 
with experience of care and supporting our Advisory Group members to assess 
applications is an example of this. The Trust have great respect for and value 
the skills, insight and knowledge of our Assessors. The expertise they bring is 
unique and it is the magic ingredient in Aspirational Awards.

For each Round of Aspirational Awards there are normally 4 or 5 Assessors 
depending on the number of applications we receive, and each Assessor 
normally assesses between 12 and 15 applications.

Trust staff developed bespoke assessment training for Aspirational Awards 
that all Assessors must complete before they begin assessing. This training 
covered many aspects of assessment, such as understanding principles of 
effective assessing; understanding the role of an Assessor; understanding how 
to manage risk and conflicts of interest; and having the chance to practice an 
assessment. 

Top Tip for Funders of Individual Grants: if you can, consider training 
and paying people with lived experience to assess individual grants 
applications. Their skills, expertise and experience are a unique and 
valuable addition to your team when making funding decisions.

 Although administering Aspirational Awards takes resource, the positive 
impact it has on staff and our Advisory Group cannot be underestimated. We 
hear directly from young people with care experience about their hopes and 
dreams for the future. We get to support someone to take the first step on an 
exciting journey or help them get over the finish line on something they’ve 
been working towards for a long time.

Best of all we get to hear amazing stories of young people achieving their 
aspirations and see first-hand how funding from the Trust supports them to get 
to where they want to in life. It is an enriching experience for all of us and we 
are aware of how fortunate we are to be a small part of young people’s journeys.
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I heard about the Aspirational Awards through my third-sector network 
and being a part of the care community. I had a lot of friends that had 
applied and done incredible things with it. I was always told to apply but I 
never knew what I would need it for, so I laughed it off and would say, “you 
never know, maybe one day”. Travelling has been a huge love of mine 
since I was really small. The entirety of the world has always fascinated 
me. I would look at volunteering opportunities and ‘Camp America’ style 
projects all the time, but they were so far out of my price range and seemed 
so far away from what I was capable of. Eventually, I found a project that 
was titled ‘Music and Art Educator’ which was in Cambodia. As I read 
further through the description, it seemed like the perfect thing for me to 
do. I would be able to combine my loves of music, working with people, 
AND travelling?! But the price range, yet again, was really expensive. I 
applied to the Aspirational Awards with very little hope that I was going  
to be successful.

After finding out that my application had been successful, I think my 
initial reactions were complete and utter joy combined with the most gut-
wrenching fear. I was going to be stepping SO far outside my comfort zone, 
but consequently I would be working on a project that was perfect for me. 
It was maybe fear of the unknown, or the fear of taking a risk by applying 
for the award and not ending badly. Either way, the fear was managed by 
how excited I was, and ultimately, how proud I was.

During my time in Cambodia I was living in Siem Reap and volunteered 
at a school called Anjali House. The school functions as a day school that 
focuses on English and Creative Art education, but it also runs as a family 
support service for the families of the students that attend there, and 
their staff team includes a resident social worker. All of the children and 
young people that attend Anjali House are considered severely deprived 
and many of the families cannot afford electricity to cook meals or wash 
their children, all of which Anjali House can provide for them. My role there 
was to support the children to express themselves through music making. 
During my time, I taught the children about various aspects of music like 
rhythm, melody and sight-reading. This was something that they had 
never been exposed to before.

Personal Story: Alicia
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I also visited a lot of places during my time there such as the floating 
village (an entire village that is built on stilts to manage the colossal 
amounts of water that rise during their monsoon season), many Buddhist 
temples, Phare (the Cambodian circus that is funded by an arts education 
organisation to allow young people the chance to get employment 
through participating), many jungles, and the most beautiful beaches 
I have ever seen. I also got to spend a lot of time with the owner of the 
volunteering organisation that I was with and got to be a part of his family 
during my time there!

It seeems quite cliché, but the experience was life changing. It had a huge 
impact on me. Many believe, and often quote, that travelling can help you 
‘find yourself’. I didn’t find myself when I was living in Cambodia, I created 
new parts of myself and built on the things that were already there.

It was the benefit of new experiences; the life stories that I heard from 
those who have lived in Cambodia through the Khmer Rouge; immersing 
myself in a culture that is built on love and family; the power that music 
can have on the mass majority of people; the impact of smiling; the 
impact of gratefulness; it was the awareness of knowing that I am a living 
and breathing part of this world - perhaps that sounds strange. I have 
spent so much of my life surviving, and not really understanding what it 
meant to have a life of my own. I am in control of my life. I do not have 
to succumb to the trauma that I lived through in care from those that 
were supposed to love me. Those things will affect me for the rest of my 
life, but I am in control of my life now and I have the opportunity and the 
gift of being alive. I found a new love and appreciation for myself when I 
conquered every single fear that I had with the mantra of, “you’ve gotten 
through much worse and you’ll get through this too.” – even when I 
convinced myself that I couldn’t

One of the most powerful moments for me was trekking through an uphill 
jungle with a 20kg bag on my back after being on a coach for 15 hours 
from Siem Reap to the Cambodian islands. I was by myself, fell so many 
times, and bruised and cut the majority of my legs, but I kept telling 
myself that I would be okay – my mantra – I had gotten through much 
worse and I’d get through this too. I finally realised I was at the peak and 
that it would be downhill from here. As soon as I got to the other side of the 
island and felt my toes on the sand, it reaffirmed to me that my mantra 
worked. I was okay.
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 I lay in a hammock on the secluded beach whilst the sun was setting, 
realising that I had essentially just lived a metaphor - the sun really 
is brighter on the other side. I laughed at myself. I was creating the 
mindset, appreciation and love for myself that I had continued to 
neglect; I was learning to forgive myself, to be kind to myself and never 
doubt my capabilities. There were lots of moments like this whilst I was 
away, particularly when I almost died at sea on a paddle boat during an 
unexpected storm. It might have been considered a near death experience. 
I’ve had a lot of those during my life, but I was actually happy, because 
regardless of the outcome, I didn’t actually want to die. I wanted to live, 
and that was worth the entire world to me. Spoiler: I did live.

Since I have been home, I have continued to take risks. I have continued 
to tell myself that I will be okay during my life. I have realised that my 
recovery from trauma is not linear, and it will fluctuate as much as the sea 
waves, but I am alive, and that is so exciting. I have been kinder to those 
that I cross paths with, and I am grateful for everyone that decides to 
spend this time of their life with me. For all the times that I have neglected 
my own mind and body because I didn’t believe I deserved wellness. I am 
now gentle with my inner and outer being, understanding that I have 
gotten myself through everything, and I will continue to be with myself for 
the rest of my life. I don’t know if I would have had that realisation so soon 
if I was not given the chance to go to Cambodia through the Aspirational 
Awards. It has afforded me love, respect and gratitude for myself, and the 
world.

Alicia wrote a blog about her experience in Cambodia. If you’d like to read 
more you can access her blog through this link: http://somethingnumin0us.
wordpress.com

http://somethingnumin0us.wordpress.com/
http://somethingnumin0us.wordpress.com/
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I found out about the Aspirational Awards during a big period of change 
in my life. I used to compete for Scotland as a 400m sprinter in athletics, 
but after a procedure for a foot injury I was advised by my surgeon that I 
should stop running to prevent further damage. It was really disappointing 
to get this news, but I love sport and I love competing at a high level, so it 
didn’t take long for me to begin considering low impact sports that I could 
take up as an alternative to athletics. I bought a road bike and quickly 
started looking into track cycling. The first thing that struck me was how 
expensive the sport is, particularly if you want to pursue it an elite level. 
I wondered, how am I going to be able to afford this compared to getting 
some spikes and going down to the local running track? It was right about 
this time that I had a chat with my Care Experienced Officer at university. 
She told me really good things about the Life Changes Trust’s Aspirational 
Awards and said that they could be just the thing to help me transition to a 
new sport.  

I’ll be honest, I didn’t know what the awards were for, so I went onto the 
website and had a little look. I was excited to see that I could apply for a 
grant to support me to pursue this new direction in my life. I thought, I 
may as well go for this – you don’t ask, you don’t get, right? I was over the 
moon when I heard that my application was successful! 

My Aspirational Award has been fantastic, and it came at just the right 
time for me. I know my adoptive parents would have helped me to pursue 
my ambitions as much as they could, but the award just took the pressure 
off of everyone. I was using a hire bike every time I was going to the 
velodrome, but I knew my training was always going to be limited until 
I could get my own gear. I used my award to buy cycling shoes, a carbon 
fibre bike frame and all the equipment I needed to customise my own 
track bike. With the help of my coach’s advice and his good connections in 
the sport, I made sure that I got the best stuff that I could with the budget 
that I had available.  

Personal Story: Anthony 



Competing at a high level is probably the thing that I would have missed 
most from athletics, and the aspirational award has made it so much 
easier for me to take a first step into a new sport at a fairly decent level, on 
the highest quality equipment that I needed at the time, and immediately 
be in a position to push myself. Not having to increase my hours at work 
to pay for cycling gear has allowed me to concentrate more on my studies 
and on ramping up my training.  

I have learned so much from this experience too. When I was a runner, 
I was a part of a smaller group of people who were running at that pace 
in Scotland, but I essentially started as a novice when I transitioned to 
cycling. It was interesting to get my head around not being one of the top 
competitors. My coach helped a lot and encouraged me to switch my brain 
from what’s needed in running to what I need for cycling. It sounds silly to 
say that I had to learn to ride a bike again, but it really was like learning 
to pedal in a completely different way to what I was used to. I’ve loved 
adapting to a new training regime, and I really enjoy the fact that there 
is nowhere to hide in track cycling. You need to give it your all or the guy 
behind will pass you! 

I know it will take time for me to reach my full potential, but I’m really proud 
of everything I’ve achieved so far. I had my first British Championships 
competition at the start of the year and I came 11th in the individual sprint 
and 10th in the Keirin. My coach told me that this is a really significant 
achievement for someone in their first year of track cycling. He’s also the 
kind of coach who keeps your feet on the ground though! 

My Aspirational Award has been life changing, in such a positive way. It 
effectively allowed me to immediately put all my energy into an aspiration 
I had at a turning point in my life.  I’m an optimist. Changing sports was a 
hard path to take, but the route was made so much easier by the support 
from the Life Changes Trust. I know that people have lots of different 
experiences of the care system. I have been lucky and have had a positive 
experience, but that’s just my story. A lot of young people with care 
experience maybe don’t see themselves as being able to be high achievers, 
or they have other forces in their life that pull them back. Awards like these 
can show young people that others believe in you and want to help you do 
all sorts of things. I hope that my story encourages young people with care 
experience to use awards like these to put their minds to whatever it is that 
they want to achieve in their life. 
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Final thoughts
This report highlights some of the impact and learning we have captured 
through our experience of administering Aspirational Awards. We have begun 
to understand the potential impact of individual grants in supporting young 
people with care experience to develop a positive sense of self, further their 
skills and invest in their future. Once again, we have also been reminded that 
money is only one part of the picture and we need to continue to show our 
belief in young people through concrete actions.

Finally, we would like to thank all of the young people who have applied to 
the Aspirational Awards scheme over the past four years. We appreciate the 
time and thought you put into your application, and we want to thank you for 
sharing parts of your lives with us. It takes courage to share your hopes and 
dreams for the future with others and we never take that for granted.



   

Getting in touch
If you have any queries or wish to share your 
views and ideas, you can contact the Life 
Changes Trust in a number of ways:

Phone:  0141 212 9600

Email:  enquiries@lifechangestrust.org.uk

Website:  www.lifechangestrust.org.uk

Address:  Life Changes Trust 
  Edward House 
  199 Sauchiehall Street 
  Glasgow 
  G2 3EX
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