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Executive summary   

Introduction  

This is the final report from an interim evaluation of Ufi’s 2020-2025 strategy, Learning 

Without Walls: Beyond 2020. The evaluation has been undertaken by York Consulting LLP.   

The primary research informing this report comprises an online survey of grantees (21 

responses) and qualitative consultations with a further 18 grantees, 14 companies in which Ufi 

has invested since 2020 (‘ventures companies’) and six of Ufi’s strategic partners. A desk-

based review of 62 Project Closure Reports has also been completed.  

Grant funded projects  

There is considerable variety amongst the projects that Ufi has grant funded through Learning 

Without Walls: Beyond 2020. They cover a wide array of industries, including health and social 

care, construction, manufacturing and hospitality, and a wide array of target users, such as 

people who are incarcerated, those on low incomes and members of marginalised groups. 

Their deliverables have included training and learning platforms, assessment and diagnostic 

tools and assistive technology products.   

Most grantees agree that the objectives and expectations for their project were met, either in 

part or (more commonly) in full. This is an endorsement of the projects themselves and of Ufi’s 

selection process and ongoing support. Most grantees also made a direct link between the 

relationship they established with Ufi and the performance of their project.  

Ufi was consistently described by grantees as being supportive and responsive. In many cases 

they had recommended or introduced grantees to potential partners or had signposted them to 

useful sources of advice. Grantees were also grateful to Ufi for their assistance with project 

management and realistic goalsetting. 

The majority of grantees gave positive feedback on the participation they had secured from 

target users/stakeholders, the level of scale they had achieved and the commercial viability of 

their project. Some also reported having had more interest from potential investors, 

collaborators and industry figures than they had originally expected.   

The additionality of Ufi’s grant funded activity appears high1. Most grantees indicated that their 

project would not have gone ahead at all without Ufi’s involvement, or that it would have taken 

longer and/or would not have achieved the same results. This is an important finding as it 

suggests that the deadweight associated with Ufi’s grant funding programme is low 

(deadweight is the opposite of additionality and occurs when a funding source is used to pay – 

in full or in part – for an activity that would have happened anyway). 

 
1 Additionality in this context refers to the extent to which the projects would have gone ahead in the absence of Ufi’s 
grant funding. 

https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_VocTech_Trust_Learning_Without_Walls.pdf
https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_VocTech_Trust_Learning_Without_Walls.pdf
http://www.yorkconsulting.co.uk/
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Various challenges were experienced by the grant funded projects, including delays, software 

accessibility issues and escalating development costs. Amongst the most common appears to 

have been user testing, whereby projects found it difficult to recruit and retain testers. Several 

grantees also stated that it had proved difficult to establish a dialogue with large organisations 

that could be potential customers for their products. These included the NHS, the General 

Medical Council and large educational institutions. 

Following the completion of their Ufi-funded project, almost all the grantees had embarked on 

further testing and development. Nearly half had brought their products closer to market, for 

example by working on price-points, sales targets, branding and licensing agreements. A 

similar proportion had begun exploring collaboration opportunities, often with a view to scaling 

up and reaching more customers. 

Ventures  

The size of Ufi’s ventures investments ranges from just under £75,000 to just under £1m (the 

mean of all the investments is approximately £328,000). The evaluators’ view is that the due 

diligence and appraisal processes for Ufi’s ventures investments seem robust and that those 

involved – be they employees of Ufi or contractors – appear knowledgeable in their field. It is 

also clear that Ufi can be selective in its investment choices: more than 1,000 proposals have 

been received to date, suggesting that their name carries some weight in this arena. 

The role that Ufi has in the ventures companies varies, as does the frequency of contact 

between the ventures team and the business owners. Ufi is typically a board observer but has 

also provided advice on financial matters, attended exhibitions with ventures companies and 

has administered a WhatsApp group for knowledge and information sharing. Ufi conveys 

enthusiasm for the companies in which it has invested, leading several of those companies to 

remark that the relationship is “about more than just the money” and that Ufi is one of their 

“most engaged investors” with “a focus on growth”.   

Ufi’s administrative requirements are nonetheless seen by the ventures companies as being 

more detailed and time-consuming than those of most other investors. Views were mixed on 

whether these requirements are unduly burdensome, with some saying they are and others 

disagreeing.   

Strategic partnerships 

Six of Ufi’s strategic partnerships were within the scope of the evaluation. The partners in 

question are Catch22, the Learning & Work Institute, the Royal Society of Arts, the Resolution 

Foundation, the Association for Learning Technology and iDEA. Each of these organisations 

considers the time and effort they commit to working with Ufi to be worthwhile. Unprompted 

by the evaluators, they often spoke of their relationship with Ufi being a “genuine” or “trusted” 

partnership. Whilst some operational/ implementation issues have (inevitably) arisen from 

time to time, these haven’t escalated into anything more significant. 
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Communication is an important and well-functioning component of Ufi’s strategic partnerships. 

The regularity and detail of that communication varies from partner to partner, but the 

feedback gathered by the evaluators suggests that, in the main, it works well. 

What also works well – and is a positive outcome from all the partnerships – is the exposure to 

new contacts and networks that the partner organisations have enjoyed as a result of working 

with Ufi. One partner said they had become “part of the same ecosystem as Ufi”, while another 

spoke of establishing connections in the VocTech space that are unlikely to have happened 

without an introduction from Ufi. 

Cross-cutting themes 

In addition to findings that are specific to grant funding, ventures and strategic partnerships, 

the evaluation has also considered themes that apply more widely across Ufi’s activities:  

Strategic leadership and catalytic effects: Ufi is a thought leader in the use of technology 

for skills development, working with national membership bodies, leading technical and 

vocational awarding organisations, independent think-tanks and others who share a 

commitment to inclusion, employment and progression. The catalytic effects of Ufi’s activities 

are also clear: this interim evaluation has repeatedly heard that projects/activities would not 

have progressed at the same pace – and in many cases not at all – without Ufi’s involvement 

and support. 

Strategic influence: Ufi has submitted and published responses to government consultations 

and policy documents, lobbied government on how technology can support levelling up, 

organised the annual Week of VocTech and published opinion pieces and research reports. The 

past three years have seen Ufi become more active in this space, thereby increasing its 

strategic influence.  

Financial leverage: Ufi performs strongly on financial leverage. In particular, several grant 

funded projects have secured additional finance from other sources, enabling them to further 

develop, grow and, in some cases, commercialise. These projects are unlikely to have gone 

ahead – and the additional finance is therefore unlikely to have been secured – without the 

initial investment from Ufi. Ufi’s ventures work is also very relevant here, as several of the 

portfolio companies are now looking to scale up and run further investment rounds. They seem 

confident that having Ufi as a co-investor will help them do that, given Ufi’s name and 

reputation in the VocTech space. 

Information exchange and knowledge sharing: this is another area of strength for Ufi. 

Participants in this evaluation repeatedly described Ufi as communicative and open, and 

acknowledged Ufi’s role in recommending and/or introducing them to potential partners and 

advisors.  
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Recommendations  

Evaluation framework: Ufi now has (as an output from this interim evaluation) a more 

succinct evaluation framework which summarises the outputs, outcomes and impact measures 

associated with its grant funding, ventures and strategic partnership activity. This can now be 

shared across Ufi’s network to further demonstrate the organisation’s commitment to 

performance measurement and impact assessment. It should also provide the basis for the 

final evaluation of the Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020 strategy.   

Grant funding: Ufi is advised to continue using its current grant funding processes and to 

continue working with projects in the ways that have generated such positive feedback to date. 

It is a ‘funding plus’ model, with wraparound support that is held in high regard by grantees. It 

may well be an exemplar of best practice and the evaluation has found no reason to change it. 

The same also applies to the selection criteria used to filter and progress grant funding 

applications. Maintaining the high levels of additionality generated by the current criteria 

should be an ongoing objective as it is an intrinsic component of value for money. 

Ventures: the ventures companies value Ufi’s input and see them as prominent, forward-

thinking figures in the VocTech space. They nonetheless remarked that Ufi’s administrative 

requirements are on the heavier side compared with other investors. It may therefore be worth 

Ufi engaging with a selection of co-investors to compare monitoring and reporting 

requirements and to explore the reasons for any significant differences. Whilst this may not 

result in any changes to how Ufi operates, it could help to confirm that Ufi is striking the right 

balance between necessity, rigour and streamlining/efficiency. 

Strategic activity: following the 2024 UK general election, there will doubtless be new 

consultations, white papers and policy announcements in education and skills. Stakeholders 

with a wide range of interests and objectives will be jockeying for position and seeking to have 

their voices heard. It is therefore important that Ufi continues to actively promote VocTech and 

the contribution it can make to the achievement of new policy goals. This should be done as 

vociferously as it is now, if not more so. Working in close collaboration with the strategic 

partner organisations will add weight to Ufi’s arguments. 

User feedback: several grantees have suggested that Ufi should establish a user testing pool 

that can be accessed by projects on an as-needed basis. However, the practicalities of this 

would not be straightforward for Ufi, not least because different projects have different target 

audiences and therefore require testers with different characteristics. A better strategy would 

be for Ufi to encourage grantees to build payments or other incentives for user testing into 

their delivery models. More or more prominent guidance on this topic for grantees may also be 

advisable. 

Customer engagement: some grantees also suggested a role for Ufi in helping projects to 

successfully engage potential customers – and large organisations especially. But this too 

would be difficult. Ufi is well-respected in its field, but that does not guarantee that it could 

make introductions with the NHS, for example, nor other large public sector bodies. Ufi could 

instead look to ensure that all grantees have realistic expectations about the challenges and 

timeframes involved in forging new commercial relationships with large organisations. 



 

 

 

York Consulting | Interim evaluation of Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020  5 

 

 

Grantees could also be encouraged/reminded to think about customer engagement strategies 

(where relevant) from an early point in their project lifecycle. 

Revisiting the Ufi barometer: work undertaken in 2020 proposed the introduction of a ‘Ufi 

barometer’ – essentially a periodic survey targeted at Ufi’s stakeholder network and the wider 

VocTech community to identify trends and evolutions in the sector, plus Ufi’s role within it. A 

survey or barometer of this kind could certainly add value. It would make sense to incorporate 

its design and launch within the scope of the final evaluation of Learning Without Walls: 

Beyond 2020. In doing so, the appointed consultants should give due regard to Ufi’s updated 

evaluation framework to avoid overlap and duplication. 
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1. Overview 

1.1 Introduction 

In February 2024, Ufi VocTech Trust (‘Ufi’) commissioned York Consulting LLP – an independent 

research and evaluation company – to undertake an interim impact evaluation of its 2020-

2025 strategy, Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020.  

This is the final report from the interim evaluation. Thanks are owed to everyone that has 

contributed to the study, including the team at Ufi for their ongoing assistance and support. 

1.2 Ufi 

Ufi is an independent charity which champions the power of technology to improve skills for 

work and deliver better outcomes for all.  

Ufi’s vision:  

To create a world where vocational skills are celebrated and valued by all as the engine 

upon which the UK economy is built, and where development of those skills is made 

possible by the best technology solutions, providing easier access, greater opportunity 

and better outcomes for all.  

 

Ufi’s mission:  

Ufi supports the development of digital technologies that help us all obtain the 

vocational skills we need to get more out of our working lives.  

 

Summarised below, Ufi delivers its work through four key workstreams. It has supported more 

than 230 organisations with £34.5m of funding, connected thousands of vocational education 

and training professionals and benefitted more than 1m adults each year by improving access 

to training2. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
2 Taken from Ufi Delivery Plan 2024 

https://ufi.co.uk/
http://www.yorkconsulting.co.uk/
https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_VocTech_Trust_Learning_Without_Walls.pdf
https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_Delivery_Plan_2024.pdf
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Grant funding: Ufi acts as a funding partner and essential friend to innovators in 

skills development. 

 

Direct investment: Ufi invests in companies with the potential to transform learning 

for work through Ufi Ventures.     

 

Strategic partnerships: Ufi works with organisations who share the same mission to 

maximise collective impact and accelerate the pace of change.     

 

Advocacy: Ufi draws on its experience and insights to help change the conversation 

around the use of technology for vocational skills development.     

 

1.3 Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020       

Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020 covers Ufi’s second five-year strategy cycle. It is an 

ambitious strategy and one which demonstrates Ufi’s commitment to the full end-to-end 

vocational technology (VocTech) journey, from scoping and testing initial ideas to major follow-

on investments in commercially viable organisations.  

The strategy is based around four pillars, within each of which are distinct funding 

opportunities, investment priorities and activities:  

Pillars Funding, investments, activities 

Making Change Now VocTech Impact and VocTech Specialist 

Change for a Better Future 
VocTech Seed, VocTech Investments, VocTech Amplify, 

Social Impact Investing 

Supporting the Market 
VocTech Essentials and building on the digital champions 

network 

Building the VocTech Community 
General support, specific expertise and networking within 

and across the VocTech sector 
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Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020 is intrinsically linked to Ufi’s (refreshed) Theory of 

Change (indeed, the four main pillars in Learning Without Walls are the same as those in the 

Theory of Change). The Theory of Change articulates Ufi’s vision, explains the principles 

underpinning how the organisation works, clearly defines its goals and makes a commitment to 

evaluation and measurement. 

1.4 Interim evaluation         

The purpose of this interim evaluation was to:  

• Provide external verification of the practical impact of Ufi funding for closed projects, its 

ventures investments and strategic partnerships. 

• Test the extent to which Ufi has delivered against the strategic objectives described in 

Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020.   

• Support Ufi’s ambition to broaden its impact and influence change at a strategic level by 

drawing on what has been learnt and the insights gained from Ufi’s funded activity. 

Summarised in Table 1, the evaluation has involved five main activities. Further details of the 

primary research samples are provided in Appendix A. 

  

https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_VocTech_Trust_-_Theory_of_Change_2022_v2.1.pdf
https://ufi.ams3.cdn.digitaloceanspaces.com/media/documents/Ufi_VocTech_Trust_-_Theory_of_Change_2022_v2.1.pdf
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Table 1: Interim evaluation activities 

Activity Progress 

Primary research with grant 

funded projects 

Online survey: all grant funded projects within the scope of the interim evaluation, minus those 

selected for deep-dive consultations (see below), were invited to complete a short online survey about 

their grant funding experience and the progress they have made post-Ufi funding. Responses were 

received from 19 of the 41 projects in scope, giving a response rate of 46%3,4.  

Deep-dive consultations: Ufi nominated 21 grant funded projects for more detailed qualitative 

research with the evaluators. Representatives from 18 of those projects took part in a consultation 

(the remaining three either declined or did not attend at the agreed date/time and did not respond to 

requests to re-arrange).  

Primary research with 

ventures companies 

Ufi supplied contact details for, and facilitated e-introductions with, 14 companies in which they had 

invested since 2020 (referred to collectively in the report as ‘ventures companies’). Consultations were 

completed with all 14, exploring the companies’ experience of working with Ufi as an investment 

partner, Ufi’s role in each business and the benefits and additionality of their involvement.  

Primary research with 

strategic partners 

Ufi currently has six key strategic partnerships. These are with Catch22, the Learning & Work Institute, 

the Royal Society of Arts, the Resolution Foundation, the Association for Learning Technology and 

iDEA. All six were consulted for the interim evaluation, providing feedback on the nature of their 

relationship with Ufi, the outcomes and impacts being generated and their plans for joint-working 

going forward.   

Evaluation Framework 

update 

The evaluators developed a new (and more succinct) evaluation framework for Ufi, covering grant 

funded activity, ventures and strategic partnerships. The framework was informed by a workshop with 

Ufi staff in April 2024.   

 
3 In total, 21 survey responses were received, because there are two projects where two different individuals submitted a response.  
4 This compares with 46% on the interim evaluation of the previous Learning Without Walls strategy and 22% on the final evaluation of that strategy. 
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Activity Progress 

Analysis of Project Closure 

Reports 

Ufi provided the evaluators with Project Closure Reports for 62 grant funded projects, all of which were 

within the scope of the interim evaluation. The evaluators undertook a desk-based review of the 

reports to identify common themes, impacts, challenges and lessons learned.  
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1.5 The structure of this report       

This report looks in turn at Ufi’s grant funded activity, ventures investments and strategic 

partnerships (Chapters 2, 3 and 4), drawing on the primary and secondary research described 

above. It then looks more broadly at cross-cutting themes (Chapter 5). The final chapter 

(Chapter 6) presents the conclusions and recommendations from the interim evaluation.    
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2. Grant funded projects 

2.1 Introduction 

At the time of writing, 62 grant funded projects had been completed through Learning Without 

Walls: Beyond 2020, each of which belongs to one of the following programmes: 

• VocTech Seed (2020-2022): grants of up to £50,000 for projects lasting between 3 and 

12 months. The aim of VocTech Seed was to provide a test bed for early-stage projects with 

the potential to transform vocational learning, rooted in a real-world understanding of the 

problems, issues and opportunities facing the vocational sector.   

• VocTech Activate (2023): this programme replaced VocTech Seed (although the overall 

aim remained unchanged), providing grants of between £30,000 and £60,000 for projects 

lasting up to 12 months.  

• VocTech Challenge (2021): funding for projects using VocTech to address barriers and 

build bridges to create a step-change in learner confidence and motivation, leading to 

better outcomes for the learner, the employer and society. VocTech Challenge 2021 focused 

on adults impacted by the digital divide and those furthest away from learning. 

Table 2 provides a summary of funding by programme. The average award across all 

programmes combined was £57,736 per project. However, the average was notably higher on 

VocTech Challenge 2021 (£115,339 per project), reflecting the longer-running and research-

driven nature of those projects. On the other programmes, the average award ranged from 

£44,937 (VocTech Seed 2022A) to £60,000 (VocTech Activate 2023).  

Table 2: Summary of grant funded projects by programme (closed projects only) 

Programme No. projects Ufi funding 
% total Ufi 

funding 

VocTech Seed 2020 12 585,500 16% 

VocTech Seed 2021 15 706,890 20% 

VocTech Challenge 2021 9 1,037,996 29% 

VocTech Seed 2022A 9 404,437 11% 

VocTech Seed 2022B 14 664,780 19% 

VocTech Activate 2023  3 180,000 5% 

Total 62 £3,579,603 100% 

Source: York Consulting analysis of Ufi data. 

 



 

 

 

York Consulting | Interim evaluation of Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020  13 

 

 

Each project reported on the number of users/learners it engaged during its Ufi funding period. 

With a notable outlier removed from the calculations (see below), the total across all projects 

combined was 9,113 users/learners, at an average of 149 users/learners per project. Note that 

this refers only to the grant funding period and does not reflect the longer-term reach or 

market potential of the projects.   

The outlier is the ‘Supercharging learner motivation by using AI to transform Initial 

Assessment’ project, funded through VocTech Challenge 2021. This project created an adaptive 

initial assessment for English, maths and digital skills, engaging more than 75,000 users 

across 130 institutions during its Ufi funding period.   

2.2 A note on programme-level analysis  

In general, the findings in this chapter are not broken down by programme. For example, the 

survey results are presented holistically (i.e., at the level of the 21 respondents combined), 

rather than being split by VocTech 2020 respondents, VocTech 2021 respondents and so on. 

The same is true for the qualitative consultations and the desk-based review of the Project 

Closure Reports. There are two main reasons for this:  

• Sample sizes: from an analytical perspective, none of the programmes has a large sample 

(VocTech Seed 2021 is the largest, with 15 projects). For all the programmes, but for those 

with the fewest projects in particular, the results of any programme-level analysis could 

therefore be disproportionately influenced by the small samples. VocTech Activate 2023, for 

example, has three projects. The difference between a minority finding (where one of the 

three projects achieves a certain outcome) and a majority finding (where two of them do) 

on that programme is therefore only one project.    

• No substantial differences: the programme-level data does not point to any large or 

obvious variations in views across the different programmes. Keeping in mind the above 

point on sample sizes, it may be that VocTech Seed 2021 grantees were, on average, a little 

less positive than their counterparts on other programmes, but not to any large extent. 

2.3 Outputs: what has been produced?  

Not every grant funded project lends itself to straightforward classification: some were 

multifaceted and had numerous outputs or deliverables. However, with each project assigned 

to one category (choosing the best fit where more than one could apply), the situation is as 

shown in Table 3. Training/learning platforms, tools and courses (VR and non-VR) were the 

primary outputs for three-fifths of the projects. A range of online/interactive assessment and 

diagnostic tools, training/learning-focused apps, directories/repositories and new assistive 

technology products have also been developed.  

A project example from each category is provided after the table.  
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Table 3: Summary of grant funded projects by type of output/deliverable 

Type of output/deliverable No. projects 

Training/learning platform, tool or course – non-VR 23 

Training/learning platform, tool or course – VR 14 

Assessment or diagnostic tool 8 

App (training/learning focused) 6 

Directory or repository (incl. interactive) 6 

Assistive technology5 5 

Total 62 

Source: York Consulting analysis of Ufi data.

 
5 Assistive technology includes hardware and software that is helpful to lots of people, but can be particularly useful to 
disabled learners, such as those with dyslexia, mental health difficulties or visual impairments. 
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Project examples (one per category) 

 

 

 

 

 

Category: Training/learning platform, tool or course (non-VR) 

YMCA aimed to make it simpler and more flexible for learners to train and 

qualify as gym instructors and personal trainers. Through the ‘Future of 

Fitness: Vocational Training for the Next Generation’ project, they built a 

social learning platform that allows learners to access shortform videos, 

access and annotate learning materials, complete learning consolidation 

exercises, upload assessment content and communicate with tutors, 

assessors and peers. Tutors and assessors can use the platform to monitor 

learners’ progress, mark uploaded assessment content and provide 

feedback. 

Category: Training/learning platform, tool or course (VR) 

The ‘First Responder Critical Safety Training’ project developed a VR training 

course with built-in assessment to help fire and rescue responders deal with 

emergency situations involving electric and hydrogen powered vehicles. The 

course enables learners to test their risk assessment and decision-making 

skills in realistic, high-risk scenarios, and receive personalised feedback on 

progress. 

Category: App (training/learning focused) 

The ‘Lean Immersive App’ project developed, tested and evaluated an 

application to help novice users learn basic lean principles of waste 

reduction in a simulated production environment.   

Category: Assessment or diagnostic tool 

Talent Tracker is an online diagnostic tool that offers players of video games 

an assessment of their employability skills. It does this by looking at data 

such as game choices, traits, time played, achievement and tags. The 

Tracker integrates with a larger service that includes online skills courses 

and signposting to educational and employment opportunities. 

Category: Directory or repository 

Individuals in Scotland serving Community Payback Orders as an 

alternative to custody can choose to engage with ‘Other Activity’, where 

they can develop their interpersonal, educational and vocational skills to 

support progression to employment and prevent re-offending. 

The Justice Training Directory provides a national platform for making 

referrals to, and booking, vocational training and interventions suitable as 

‘Other Activity’. It joins up the organisations who deliver interventions and 

skills training with social workers who want to refer their clients. It lists 

courses and activities, manages bookings and provide automated reporting 

back to the relevant professionals.  

Category: Assistive technology 

By bringing together existing hardware, software and e-learning content in 

a new, accessible and scalable teaching solution, the ‘Canute for Computer 

Science’ project aims to advance the careers of people who are blind or 

visually impaired working in computer science. In doing so, the project has 

the potential to open up technology skills and STEM subjects to learners 

who have previously been unable to access them.   
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2.4 Objectives and expectations  

Encouragingly for Ufi, a large majority of the grantees consulted or surveyed for the interim 

evaluation agreed that the objectives for their project had been met, either in part or (more 

commonly) in full. This is an endorsement not only of the projects themselves, but also of Ufi’s 

selection process and ongoing support.  

“Yes [the project met its objectives]. The successful development of a 

proof-of-concept demonstrator enabled us to get follow-on funding from 

Innovate UK.” Grantee 

The above is echoed in the Project Closure Reports. Whilst the majority of the reports made 

reference to project activity/delivery deviating from the original plan (see ‘Unexpected and 

unplanned outcomes’ later in this chapter), in many cases this was to enable projects to 

achieve their objectives, rather than to move away from them.    

It is a similar message regarding the expectations that grantees had for their projects, i.e., at 

a headline level, and looking across the projects as a whole, the tone was generally very 

positive, with most grantees agreeing their expectations had been met. However, analysing the 

responses at project level reveals more of a mixed picture. For example, and as revisited in 

more detail under ‘Participation, profile and scale’, below:  

• Six of the survey respondents said their project had overdelivered against expectation in 

terms of the scale it achieved. Seven said the scale had been as expected, while eight said 

their expectations around scale had not been met.    

• Four of the 21 survey respondents said their project had overachieved against expectation 

in terms of participation from target groups, but four also said theirs had underachieved.  

The above serves to re-emphasise the diversity of the projects that Ufi has funded. They cover 

a wide array of industries, including health and social care, construction, manufacturing and 

hospitality, and a wide array of target users, such as people who are incarcerated, those on 

low incomes and members of marginalised groups. 

Whilst there are common threads running through the projects – namely VocTech and 

skills/employment – the interim evaluation has found neither a ‘typical project’ nor a ‘typical 

project experience’. The evaluators consider this a positive finding, given that Ufi operates in a 

space defined by new ideas and innovation. It does mean, however, that comparing the 

performance of one project with another offers little by way of meaningful insight, such are the 

unique characteristics and circumstances of each project.   

2.5 Working with Ufi: a consistently positive experience  

Despite the aforementioned diversity of the grant funded projects, one of the clearest findings 

from this evaluation is the importance and added value of the relationships that have been 

formed between Ufi and the grantees. Most grantees make a direct link between that 

relationship and the performance of their project. As shown in Table 4, large majorities of the 
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surveyed grantees also agreed that Ufi’s engagement, supportiveness/responsiveness and 

access to external expertise had been beneficial to them. 

Table 4: Feedback on working with Ufi 

To what extent have the following had a 

positive impact on your project? 

A large 

extent 

Some 

extent 

Not 

particularly 

Ufi’s overall engagement in the project 16 4 1 

The supportiveness/responsiveness of Ufi 16 3 2 

Access to external expertise offered by Ufi 12 4 5 

Source: York Consulting. n=21 survey respondents. 

“Excellent support from Ufi staff. We were invited to attend a wonderful 

event in London to showcase and look for partners.” Grantee 

“Ufi were the best funding organisation we have worked with. We always 

felt supported and that there was a dialogue enabling us to achieve the 

best results we could and adapt when necessary.” Grantee   

The above was echoed during the qualitative consultations with grantees, running themes in 

which were:  

• The usefulness/benefits of Ufi’s network: grantees often remarked that Ufi had been 

able to recommend/introduce potential partners or signpost them to useful sources of 

advice.   

• Reliability and knowledge: grantees appreciate having received their funding promptly 

and acknowledge the ongoing reliability of the Ufi Project Account Managers. They respect 

the subject matter knowledge of Ufi staff and are confident they understand the issues 

faced by (and the priorities of) small business owners. It is also important not to 

understate the significance of Ufi being, in the words of numerous grantees, “nice people”. 

This has clearly been a factor in the embedding of effective working relationships.   

• Willingness to embrace risk and innovation: grantees like and appreciate the fact that 

Ufi supports new, leading-edge ideas in the VocTech space. This is one of the characteristics 

that is seen to distinguish Ufi from other funders. Grantees spoke passionately about the 

need for technology-driven change in education, pointing to the limitations and 

shortcomings of traditional methods. Working with a funder that is committed to supporting 

that change has been refreshing for them.   

“With other funders, the relationship often feels lacking in trust. The plan 

is not able to deviate from the original funding bid, despite changing 

circumstances.” Grantee 
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“The Ufi team is very dialled into the market.” Grantee 

Several grantees also explained how they originally thought that some of the project processes 

– e.g., timetabling and creating a stage-by-stage development plan – were perhaps overly 

bureaucratic vis-à-vis the size of their project. However, they usually came to appreciate that 

these were helpful in providing a clear timeline or framework within which to deliver their 

activities.   

The above findings also extend to the Project Closure Reports. For example:  

• More than three-quarters of the reports make reference to partnerships, connections and 

collaborations having been a success factor for their project. In doing so, they often 

mention either the collaborative nature of their relationship with Ufi and/or the 

aforementioned point on the benefits of being able to access Ufi’s network. 

• Several reports praised or thanked Ufi for their assistance with realistic goalsetting, project 

management and affording grantees the necessary creative freedom to develop their 

projects and respond innovatively to arising issues. 

“Ufi provided us with opportunities to make national connections and seek 

out further funding.” Grantee  

2.6 Participation, profile and scale   

The online survey asked grantees how different aspects of their projects (in addition to their 

projects as a whole) had panned out in practice compared with their original expectations. As 

shown in Table 5, the results are largely positive:  

• With one exception (‘profile within the digital education community’), at least two-thirds of 

the respondents selected either ‘as expected’ or ‘better than expected’ against each 

category.  

• Fewer than one-third of the respondents selected ‘less than expected’ against any of the 

categories. Given the developmental/pilot nature of the projects, this is an encouraging 

finding.  

• ‘Profile within the digital education community’ attracted the highest number of ‘don’t know’ 

or ‘not applicable’ responses, suggesting that this may have been less relevant to the 

projects at the time they completed the survey. 
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Table 5: Participation, profile and scale 

How would you rate the following 

compared with your original 

expectations? 

Better 

than 

expected 

As 

expected 

Less than 

expected 

Don’t 

know or 

N/A 

Participation from the target group(s) 4 13 4 - 

Profile within the sector 5 10 4 2 

Profile within the digital education 

community 
2 10 3 6 

Level of scale achieved 6 7 8 - 

Commercial viability 4 11 6 - 

Source: York Consulting. n=21 survey respondents. 

The above is corroborated, to some extent at least, by the Project Closure Reports, more than 

three-quarters of which cited user participation as a success of their project. They did so for 

various reasons, including surpassing their user targets, the diversity of their user base and 

the usefulness of the feedback they gathered during the testing phase.   

In addition, two-thirds of the Project Closure Reports cited the design and development of their 

projects as a success, included within which were points relating to profile and longer-term 

viability.  

Project example: includmi  

includmi is an early intervention tool in the form of a wellbeing and inclusion app that 

allows a local authority to instantly offer support to children with special educational 

needs and disabilities prior to any formal high needs assessment request or Education, 

Health and Care Plan.  

Ufi’s feedback on the project was that it had “achieved a remarkable app in a relatively 

short space of time. They flexed in an agile manner as we responded with changes to 

the original specification. That has come about as a consequence of user feedback”.  
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Project example: Task Manager for Adults with Learning Disabilities  

This project developed assistive technology that provides personalised prompts to 

enable people with learning disabilities and/or autism to navigate the work environment 

and support task completion.  

The end product includes functionality that extends far beyond the original concept, 

including wearable technology to access certain features. The project engaged Jaguar 

Land Rover, the Compass Group, Holiday Inn Express and Waitrose, amongst others, as 

pilot employers for the product. 

 

2.7 Unexpected outcomes  

More than two-thirds of the Project Closure Reports made reference to one or more 

unexpected outcomes arising from their grant funded projects. In the main these can be 

categorised as follows:  

• User feedback and the user experience: grantees were often pleasantly surprised at 

the volume and strength of the positive user feedback they were able to gather during their 

project. It is not that they had expected negative feedback, but rather that the 

developmental nature of their project meant they could not be sure how it would be 

received by testers and end users. In some cases, the feedback points to very beneficial 

and tangible change for users. Users of the AutonoMe In-Work Support product, for 

example, reported improvements in diet and weight loss, which were not amongst the 

grantee’s original expectations (they attributed it to lower anxiety amongst users because 

they were performing more effectively in their jobs).        

• Interest from industry: grantees reported having had more interest from potential 

investors, collaborators and industry figures than they had expected. In some cases, this 

led to additional (non-Ufi) funding being secured, while in others it resulted in the re-

framing of the company’s value proposition6. 

• Learning and improvement: whilst perhaps more of a catch-all category, this relates to 

information or feedback obtained by grantees which then informed changes to project 

development/delivery. Many seem small or ad hoc when taken in isolation – e.g., minor 

changes to functionality or timescales – but they can have an important impact on a project 

nonetheless. Others are more fundamental. For example, grantees occasionally reported 

wholesale changes to user engagement strategies or feeling it necessary, following early 

user feedback, to reconsider the vision and/or scope of their project.   

What seems clear is that many of the projects have embraced these unintended outcomes very 

positively, seeing them – and their consequences – not as additional work, but as opportunities 

for development, improvement and the strengthening of impact.  

 
6 A value proposition is a concise statement of the benefits that a company is delivering to customers who buy its 
products or services. 
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Project example: Timber Technology Engineering and Design (TimberTED)  

This project developed a vocational qualification using digital and challenge-based 

learning to increase knowledge and skills in timber building construction. 

The project had enough visibility and credibility to secure £100,000 of additional 

funding to continue the development of TimberTED after the initial Ufi funding had 

expired. The decision was also taken to move TimberTED to the New Model Institute for 

Technology and Engineering, in doing so increasing its exposure and profile still further. 

 

2.8 Challenges and learning points  

The findings on grant funding to this point have been very positive, but, as would be expected, 

each project also experienced its own challenges. By way of illustration (rather than trying to 

present a complete list), these included:  

• Delays in project activity, either due to the COVID-19 pandemic (for projects funded 

through VocTech Seed 2020) or changes of personnel within partner/sub-contractor 

organisations.  

• Software not meeting accessibility requirements, or other issues technical/functionality 

issues.  

• Escalating or higher-than-anticipated development costs, sometimes caused by the 

aforementioned technical/functionality issues. 

• Developers/suppliers seemingly over-promising or being over-optimistic about what could 

be achieved within certain timescales and budgets.  

• Grantees discovering that elements of their project would be more time-consuming and/or 

complex to complete in practice than they had originally envisaged.    

“We needed an Excel model to help the development team understand and 

interpret data, however, this added significant extra work that was not 

planned or budgeted for as part of the project.” Grantee  

The online survey offers useful insight on the subject of challenges. Specifically, it asked 

whether, with hindsight, the grantees would have done anything differently on their project. It 

broke this down by headline topic (project planning, project delivery etc.) and within each gave 

respondents a list of options against from which to choose.  

The results are shown in Table 6. There is a lot of data in the table, but the salient points are 

as follows:  

• All but three of the grantees identified at least one aspect of their project which, with 

hindsight, they would have done differently.  

• The most regularly cited aspect was ‘increased amount of user testing’ (eight grantees). 

This resonates with the findings from the desk-based analysis, which found that issues 

relating to user testing had been cited in two-fifths of all the Project Closure Reports. Often, 
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they highlight the importance (which grantees came to appreciate with hindsight) of 

starting user testing as early as possible, thereby helping to avoid situations where 

revisions – sometimes quite fundamental – come to the fore late in the project when both 

time and budget have become tight.   

• ‘Secured more financial or practical support from partners/other organisations’ was 

mentioned by seven grantees, ‘increased lead/set-up time’ by six and ‘engaged key 

delivery partners at an early stage’ also by six. Again, this broadly tallies with findings from 

the desk-based analysis:  

- A third of the Project Closure Reports cited issues with stakeholder engagement, while a 

third also highlighted budgetary issues. 

- Several reports highlighted the importance of working closely with subject matter 

experts throughout their projects, in particular during the initial planning and design 

stages. It was not always easy for projects to identify such experts on their own, nor to 

secure their involvement. The role that Ufi took in facilitating introductions and 

nurturing relationships in this regard was therefore very much appreciated. 

• None of the grantees said they would have done ‘more or better research upfront to 

establish needs’ and only one said they would have ‘improved internal monitoring’.  
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Table 6: Challenges and learning points 

With hindsight, is there anything you would have done differently on your project? No. respondents 

Project planning 

Increased lead/set-up time 6 

Better clarification on roles or responsibilities of lead organisation or delivery partners 3 

Engaged key delivery partners at an early stage 6 

Secured more financial or practical support from partners/other organisations 7 

Project delivery 

Increased product development time 5 

Better communication with beneficiaries, clients or stakeholders 2 

Better/more staff training 4 

Better internal focus on outcomes and objectives 3 

Improved internal monitoring 1 

Escalated delays more quickly 2 

Incentivised delivery partners/consultants better 4 
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With hindsight, is there anything you would have done differently on your project? No. respondents 

Beneficiaries, clients and stakeholders 

More or better research upfront to establish needs - 

Earlier engagement of user testers 3 

Increased amount of user testing 8 

Engaged key clients/stakeholders at an early stage 4 

Improved communication process between clients/stakeholders 2 

Shared learning and partnerships 

Greater access/advice from experts 4 

Greater collaboration with other funded projects 3 

More networking/shared learning opportunities 3 

Sought more practical support or advice from Ufi 3 

Source: York Consulting. n=21 survey respondents. 
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To some extent, the qualitative consultations also corroborate the findings in the table. 

Specifically, there were two running themes in the consultation feedback about challenges and 

lessons:  

• The first is that whilst user testing was a success for some projects, for others it was very 

difficult. For these projects, finding users, persuading them to commit the necessary time 

and keeping them engaged were all challenging. Grantees are aware of the importance of 

user testing for validating and improving functionality, and it is therefore understandable 

that several would recommend that Ufi establish a user testing pool that could be accessed 

by projects on an as-needed basis. This is considered in more detail in Chapter 6. 

• Although not covered explicitly in the survey, several grantees also stated that it had 

proved difficult to establish a dialogue with large organisations that could be potential 

customers for their products. These include the NHS, the General Medical Council and large 

educational institutions. Some grantees were clearly deflated by this, citing the layers of 

administration that exist within those large organisations and the challenges involved in 

reaching the right people. They suggested that Ufi might be able to provide post-funding 

support to projects facing this issue – this too is revisited in Chapter 6.  

“It is really difficult for a small company like ours to get in front of the 

right people in the NHS, even though we have a product that could really 

benefit them. They buy from big corporations, not SMEs.” Grantee 

2.9 The additionality of Ufi’s grant funded activity  

Additionality in this context refers to the extent to which the projects would have gone ahead 

in the absence of Ufi’s grant funding. Overall, the additionality appears high:  

• Only two of the 21 survey respondents said their project would have gone ahead over the 

same timeframe and on the same scale without Ufi’s involvement. 

• Fourteen of the 21 said their project would not have gone ahead at all. In evaluation terms, 

this is known as ‘pure additionality’.  

• The remainder said that their project may still have gone ahead, but it would have taken 

longer and may not have achieved the same results. This is known as ‘partial additionality’.    

The qualitative feedback was very much in keeping with the above. One grantee was confident 

that they would have “made the project happen through other connections”, but almost all the 

others considered it unlikely that their projects would have come to fruition without Ufi.  

This is an important finding because it suggests that the deadweight associated with Ufi’s 

current grant funding programme is low. Deadweight is the opposite of additionality and occurs 

when a funding source is used to pay (in full or in part) for an activity that would have 

happened anyway. In general, funders should look to minimise deadweight, recognising that it 

is very difficult to eradicate it completely.   
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“We needed the initial investment, but it also made the project ‘real’. It 

became something that we had to specifically dedicate time to, as opposed 

to it just being added onto the ‘maybe’ list. We had to ringfence time which 

made it successful.” Grantee 

2.10 Post-funding activity  

It is difficult to provide a summative or overarching statement on what has happened with/to 

the grant funded projects post-Ufi funding. This is because the situation differs so much from 

project to project. However, in broad terms: 

• Approximately half the grantees said that the next steps they were hoping for had all 

happened or were likely to.  

• The other half said that some of their intended next steps had not happened, or that they 

had been superseded by other/new next steps.  

• It was very rare for grantees to say that their projects (or the activities undertaken through 

them) had either stopped entirely or had been paused because the Ufi funding had come to 

an end.  

In terms of what those next steps look like – in the vast majority of cases they have involved 

further testing and development (see Table 7, which draws on the desk-based review of Project 

Closure Reports). However, for nearly half the projects, they have also involved bringing their 

products (closer) to market. Specific activities in this regard have included deciding on price-

points, setting sales targets, working on branding and exploring licensing agreements, 

commercialisation rights, subscription and franchising models. Nearly half the projects had 

begun exploring collaboration opportunities, often with a view to scaling up and reaching more 

customers, while a similar proportion were making efforts to secure further funding or 

investment. 

Table 7: Summary of grant funded projects’ next steps 

Post-funding activity No. projects 

Further testing and development 59 

(Prepare for) market launch 29 

Explore options for further collaboration 27 

Seek further funding or investment 26 

Source: York Consulting analysis of Ufi Project Closure Reports. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

York Consulting | Interim evaluation of Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020  27 

 

 

These are encouraging findings in the context of the onward momentum of the projects and 

the legacy that Ufi’s funding could leave.  

Where planned next steps haven’t (yet) happened, this is usually down to one or more of the 

following:  

• Difficulties securing additional funding.  

• Personnel changes within the organisation/project. 

• Difficulties engaging potential customers, especially large(r) public sector and educational 

organisations (as covered above).   

“An agile product development cycle means that the Ufi funding was just 

the start of the journey. I am now on my third iteration of the product.” 

Grantee 

“I have developed the product further and tested the various versions with 

a number of local authority clients. This is an ongoing process.” Grantee  

“We have moved the entire training platform from a basic 'course platform' 

(that we used to initiate the project) to our own bespoke platform based in 

the full VR theatre we built as part of the project.” Grantee 

Project example: TeacherMatic  

This project developed a highly innovative platform, using the latest generative AI 

technology to reduce teacher workload. It supports the generation of various text-based 

assets including planning documents, learning activities, assessment, feedback and 

course notes. The tool is reported by users to save an average of 3.7 hours per week. 

TeacherMatic is now a trading company, with over 50% of FE colleges in England signed 

up (each of which has 50 licences). They are exploring opportunities to work in the 

school and university sectors and in other territories, including North America and 

Australia. 
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3. Ventures 

3.1 Introduction 

Ufi Ventures is the investment arm of the Ufi. It provides seed stage investments with an initial 

ticket size of up to £150,000. Unlike many funding partners, Ufi Ventures invests its own 

capital.  

The aim here is not to analyse the performance of Ufi’s ventures investments in terms of 

returns or company valuations. Rather, it is to convey the main themes in the feedback 

provided by the 14 ventures companies consulted for the evaluation. These consultations 

explored the role of Ufi in each company, the significance or importance of Ufi’s investment and 

views on Ufi’s reporting requirements.   

3.2 A broad portfolio  

The products and services offered by the companies in Ufi’s ventures portfolio include 

(although are by no means limited to): 

• Embedded learning for engineers in Computer Aided Design. 

• Cyber security training. 

• e-learning materials in assistive technology, accessibility and mental wellness.   

• Immersive AI simulations for education, healthcare and enterprise. 

• Software to help neurodiverse people and those with learning disabilities develop skills for 

employment. 

• A hospitality recruitment tool that connects vetted hospitality workers with food and drink 

businesses in London. 

The size of Ufi’s investments ranges from just under £75,000 to just under £1m (the mean 

across all companies is approximately £328,000). This reflects Ufi’s approach – common across 

ventures funds – to make similar sized investments in all companies initially and to then make 

follow-on investments in the stronger/strongest performers. Ufi’s shareholdings in the ventures 

companies current range from 1.6% to 7.7%. 

It is not within the remit of the interim evaluation to say whether Ufi has made the right 

investment decisions. However, the evaluators’ view is that the due diligence and appraisal 

processes seem robust and that those involved – be they employees of Ufi or contractors – 

appear knowledgeable in their field. It is also clear that Ufi can be selective in its investment 

choices: more than 1,000 proposals have been received to date, suggesting that their 

name/reputation carries some weight in this arena. 

As with both their grant funding and strategic partnership activity, there isn’t a mould or a 

one-size-fits-all approach to Ufi’s ventures investments. The evaluators have spoken with first-

time start-up owners with no prior experience of raising investment funds, through to much 

more experienced entrepreneurs. The role that Ufi has in these businesses, together with the 

frequency of contact between the ventures team and the business owners, predictably varies, 
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but there is no sense that Ufi’s commitment to the companies is determined or influenced by 

the commercial experience of the owners.      

3.3 The role of Ufi in Ventures companies 

Ufi’s role in its ventures companies varies depending on the needs and preferences of the 

business owners. They typically have a board observer role but are also involved in other ways. 

For example:    

• One company regularly liaises with Ufi to take advice on financial matters and to help 

prepare materials for board meetings. The owners evidently value the willingness of Ufi to 

provide this hands-on support and believe it has a positive impact on the day-to-day 

running of their business.  

• Another explained how their contact at Ufi attended an exhibition with them to help 

promote their product.  

• Others praised the usefulness of the portfolio WhatsApp group as a platform for knowledge 

and information sharing. Some of the ventures companies choose not to contribute to the 

WhatsApp conversations, but they nonetheless acknowledge the potential benefits to others 

in the portfolio.  

“They [Ufi] are very professional and reasonable. [Board observer] has 

lots of experience in education start-ups and has made numerous 

introductions for us.” Ventures company 

“What I appreciate the most is that I can ask Ufi anything and they will try 

to help.” Ventures company   

Reflecting the above, Ufi was often described by the portfolio companies as one of their “most 

engaged investors” with “a focus on growth”. Ufi was said to demonstrate an enthusiasm for 

the companies in which they have invested – something which has been recognised and 

welcomed by the business owners. 

Whilst Ufi’s administrative requirements are reportedly more time-consuming than those of 

other investors (see ‘Reporting’, below), none of the ventures companies suggested said that 

Ufi’s involvement in their business – either at a strategic or operational level – needed to be 

rethought. Given the diversity of the ventures portfolio, and the broad range of experience that 

exists amongst the business owners, this speaks highly of how Ufi has approached its co-

investor role. Evidently, it has done so flexibly and very much on a case-by-case basis.   

3.4 The importance of Ufi’s investments 

Whilst not universal across the sample, examples were provided of Ufi’s investments having 

been fundamental to the growth and development of the ventures companies. For example:  

• One company said the Ufi investment was a critical component in them becoming 

enterprise-ready.  
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• Another said they would be “much further behind” in their development were it not for Ufi’s 

input. 

• A third said that Ufi’s involvement had enabled them to recruit specialist staff and to run a 

marketing campaign, both of which would otherwise have been out of reach.  

"We have not worked with a better investor. We felt like Ufi genuinely 

cared about us – we were not just another number – and they put 

everything into it. They did their research and advised on different 

markets. They added a lot of value compared with other investors." 

Ventures company 

There was also near-unanimous agreement on the following:  

• Securing investment in VocTech start-ups is currently difficult. Ufi is therefore fulfilling a 

very important role in that space.  

• Working with Ufi in a ventures capacity is, to echo the words of several portfolio companies, 

“about more than just the money”. This reinforces the points made above under, ‘The role 

of Ufi in Ventures companies’.  

“Compared with other investors, their comms were good, they were next-

step focused and they understood our business. We felt we could rely on 

them and draw on their expertise. That was as important to us as the 

money." Ventures company 

3.5 Reporting 

At both the pre and post-investment stages, Ufi’s administrative requirements are seen by the 

ventures companies as being more detailed and time-consuming than those of most other 

investors. However, views were mixed on whether Ufi’s requirements are unduly burdensome, 

with some saying they are and others disagreeing. One of the companies said they had 

considered backing out as a consequence of the administrative requirements, but eventually 

chose not to.   

There was a stronger sense of agreement that Ufi’s interest in demonstrating impact (including 

social impact) is, overall, a good thing.     

“It is nice to see that Ufi cares about impact and not just return on 

investment, like a lot of other investors.” Ventures company 

“Ufi is the only investor we have worked with that is switched on to social 

impact…..that’s refreshing.” Ventures company 

However, views are once again mixed on how easy or otherwise it has been for the companies 

to gather the information required to demonstrate impact. For example, one company was 

already monitoring all of the metrics suggested by Ufi for impact measurement and simply had 

to transfer the information into the format requested by Ufi. By contrast, other companies had 

made less progress (and had less experience) in this area prior to Ufi’s investment. For them, 
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establishing impact measures and data collection mechanisms has been more time-consuming, 

although there was no indication that they do not consider it worthwhile.  

“Ufi wanted us to report on the number of people that have been upskilled 

through our learning packages. That’s quite difficult for us to do, but it’s 

also really useful. We wouldn’t have done it if Ufi hadn’t suggested it.” 

Ventures company 

3.6 Learning points 

Each ventures company has its own learning points and challenges. These change as the 

company moves through the different stages of being a start-up. The interim evaluation is not 

tasked with documenting these chronologically or in entirety, but it is worth highlighting a 

couple that were raised during the consultations. They are included here to demonstrate that, 

whilst in the main the findings from Ufi’s ventures work are very extremely positive, the 

businesses are not immune to difficulty: 

• One company entered into a convertible loan note arrangement with Ufi (and with a co-

investor) but found the repayment schedule difficult, necessitating the renegotiation of 

payment terms.  

• Another company has a strong belief in its product but is finding it very difficult to establish 

a dialogue with potential customers (large educational institutions). Educational planning 

cycles are also proving a challenge for this business.   

Despite the above, both companies asserted that they are very pleased to have Ufi as an 

investor in their business. 
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4. Strategic partnerships 

4.1 Introduction 

A clear and important finding from the interim evaluation is that each organisation with whom 

Ufi has formed a strategic partnership considers the time and effort they commit to that 

partnership to be worthwhile. Explained below, each can point to tangible benefits of working 

with Ufi and each is keen to go on doing so for the foreseeable future.      

4.2 A diverse range of partners 

Six of Ufi’s strategic partnerships were within the scope of the evaluation. The partners in 

question are:  

• Catch22 

• The Learning & Work Institute 

• The Royal Society of Arts 

• The Resolution Foundation 

• The Association for Learning Technology 

• iDEA    

Together these organisations cover a wide range of priorities and objectives, target groups and 

day-to-day business activities. They also vary significantly in terms of headcount and financial 

turnover.  

It is therefore clear – and the evaluators consider it a positive finding – that aside from an 

overlapping interest in VocTech, there isn’t a typical ‘Ufi partner organisation’. Rather, the 

creation of a strategic partnership seems to be driven much more by the opportunities it 

provides to increase the profile, reach and adoption of VocTech in the UK. Whilst Ufi cannot 

realistically engage in new strategic partnerships on a regular basis (the financial and time 

demands would soon become unworkable), this emits a positive message to the sector, i.e., 

that an organisation need not be large nor a household name in order to work with Ufi. Being 

innovative and impact-driven are much more important characteristics.        

4.3 A diverse range of activities 

The diversity that exists amongst Ufi’s strategic partners is reflected in the diversity of the 

activities being undertaken via the partnerships. The intention here is not to relay those 

activities in full, but rather to highlight the range that exists, even in a small cohort of six 

partner organisations. For example:   

• The relationship with the Resolution Foundation is ventures/investment based. Ufi originally 

co-funded the WorkerTech Partnership (which was led by the Resolution Foundation), 

following which the two organisations have co-invested in the same companies. They now 

intend to work together on a longer-term investment fund. The Resolution Foundation will 

manage the new fund, with Ufi as an investor.  
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• The relationship with the Association for Learning Technology has seen the AmplifyFE 

community of practice grow into a network of more than 3,000 professionals. The 

community facilitates social knowledge sharing amongst practitioners, as well as connecting 

innovators and developers with teachers and trainers to test ideas and new technologies.   

• The relationship with the Royal Society of Arts has recently seen the launch of the Digital 

Badging Commission. The Commission seeks to broaden the understanding, development 

and adoption of digital badges by accrediting organisations and employers. The intention is 

that this will drive a flexible approach to qualifications, allowing for a more rounded view of 

a person's skills, experiences and learning. 

It is difficult for the interim evaluation to conclude whether Ufi has chosen to work with the 

optimum combination of strategic partners and whether the activities being delivered will 

achieve optimum levels of impact. A different type of evaluation study would be required in 

order to do that. However, it is nonetheless clear that:  

• The partnerships are all activity/action-focused and have the potential (if they have not 

done so already) to make a real difference to the profile and adoption of VocTech in the UK.  

• Each partnership has an audit trail – visible to senior stakeholders within Ufi – involving 

statements of intent and progress reports.  

• Each partnership has a different focus and is delivering different activities. There does not 

appear to be any duplication. Rather, Ufi seems keen – whilst working within resource 

constraints – for its partnership activity to have as broad a reach as possible.      

4.4 A pervading sense of genuine partnership  

Echoing the view of grantees, Ufi’s strategic partners often, and unprompted by the evaluators, 

spoke of their relationship with Ufi being a “genuine” or “trusted” partnership. In all cases, 

partnership relations appeared, at the time of writing, to be strong. Resources were being 

mobilised around shared objectives and whilst there had been (inevitable) operational/ 

implementation issues from time to time, these hadn’t escalated into anything more 

significant.      

“It feels like we bring equal voices to the table” Strategic partner 

“It’s a very human experience, by which I mean that Ufi are interested in 

the work and want to communicate with us regularly about it. That’s 

fantastic. It also makes it easier to have the difficult conversations, when 

we need to.” Strategic partner 

“This is an authentic relationship that will help us to achieve strong 

impact.” Strategic partner 

 

 

 

https://www.badgingcommission.org/
https://www.badgingcommission.org/
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In addition to the above:  

• One partner spoke of Ufi having, “similar and complementary attitudes to ourselves in 

terms of catalytic change, risk and investments”. 

• Another said they had been, “really impressed with Ufi’s understanding and adaptability”, 

giving them the view that “we are building something together”.  

• Another said that Ufi’s interest in “what really works….and in fuelling the catalytic potential 

of VocTech businesses” were values that they had in common.   

Communication appears regularly as an important and well-functioning component of Ufi’s 

strategic partnerships. Understandably, the regularity and detail of that communication varies 

from partner to partner, but the feedback gathered by the evaluators suggests that, in the 

main, it works well. 

What also works well – and is evidently a positive outcome from all of the partnerships – is the 

exposure to new contacts and networks that the partner organisations have enjoyed as a 

result of working with Ufi. One partner said they had become “part of the same ecosystem as 

Ufi”, while another spoke of establishing connections in the VocTech space that are unlikely to 

have happened without an introduction from Ufi.  

It is important to stress here that the partner organisations do not view this opportunistically. 

Of course, there are potential benefits – including commercial benefits – of them being 

introduced to new VocTech stakeholders, but that is evidently not the main reason why they 

have chosen to work with Ufi in a partnership capacity.  

4.5 Areas for development  

The fact that Ufi’s strategic partners offered very little when asked how the relationships might 

be strengthened or improved is an important finding in itself. It reinforces the message that Ufi 

and the partners have been communicative with one another and are working towards shared 

and well-understood goals. It also demonstrates that the relationships between key individuals 

(i.e., those responsible for the partnerships within Ufi and the partner organisations) are 

strong.  

Only three issues were raised. The first concerns staff turnover at Ufi. Whilst not portrayed by 

any of the partners as a major problem, it does seem that, on occasion, turnover and the 

associated handover of responsibilities at Ufi have caused certain administrative processes 

(including those quite central to the launch of partnership-based activities) to slow down. 

The second is that certain partners have, at times, experienced periods of uncertainty about 

future partnership arrangements. It is of course right that due process be followed when Ufi is 

deciding how to deploy its resources, but it can place the partners in a state of hiatus in terms 

of their own planning and resource allocation while they are waiting for a decision.  

The third concerns (what appear to have been) occasional differences of opinion or expectation 

about what can realistically be measured or asserted about the impact of partnership-based 

activities. For example, it is relatively straightforward for partners to count the number of 
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people attending an event, or the number of people downloading a resource. But that in itself 

is not impact. Impact occurs as a result of how those people subsequently use the information 

or knowledge they gathered at the event or via the resource, and what changes as a result. Ufi 

is understandably keen to explore this, but in practice it can be very difficult for the partners to 

measure.   

However, each of these is very much the exception rather than the norm. That is not to 

downplay the fact they were mentioned by the partners, but none of them constitutes a 

common or running theme.  
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5. Cross-cutting themes 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers findings from the interim evaluation that apply across Ufi’s grant 

funding, ventures and strategic partnership activities, rather than being specific or unique to 

any one of them.  

To do this, it uses the components of Strategic Added Value – a concept first developed to 

assess how the former Regional Development Agencies in England leveraged their funding to 

influence stakeholders’ behaviour, decisions and outcomes.  

Strategic Added Value refers to the benefits of an intervention(s) over and above those 

commonly associated with its outputs, outcomes or tangible impacts. There are typically five 

main components of Strategic Added Value: strategic leadership and catalytic effects, strategic 

influence, financial leverage, improved information exchange and knowledge sharing (often 

referred to ‘synergy’) and improved engagement with stakeholders. Each is considered in turn 

below.  

5.2 Strategic leadership and catalytic effects 

Ufi is a thought leader in the use of technology for skills development. At senior and influential 

levels, it works with national membership bodies, leading technical and vocational awarding 

organisations, independent think-tanks and other organisations that share a commitment to 

inclusion, employment and progression.  

Importantly, these are not relationships that exist only on paper or in strategy documents. 

They involve collaborative, on-the-ground activities, all of which are either generating, or have 

the potential to generate, considerable VocTech-related benefits.  

The catalytic effects of Ufi’s activities are equally apparent. The interim evaluation has 

repeatedly heard that projects would not have progressed at the same pace – and in many 

cases not at all – without Ufi’s involvement and support. Some have since been commercialised 

and it seems highly likely that others will in the future. It is therefore fair to say that Ufi is not 

only catalysing VocTech development work, but is also helping to catalyse the commercial 

VocTech market.  

5.3  Strategic influence 

Ufi has become more active in the sphere of strategic influence over the past three years, 

engaging more widely in skills and vocational education policy debates, as well as with key 

stakeholders across the UK. This has included:  

• Submitting and publishing responses to government consultations, including those covering 

the Advanced British Standard and the future of post-16 qualifications.  

• Lobbying government on how technology can support the ambition to challenge 

geographical inequality in the UK (i.e., levelling up). 
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• Publishing responses to policy-relevant documents, including the Skills for Jobs White Paper 

and the Prisons Strategy White Paper.  

• Organising and running the Week of VocTech – a free programme of in-person and online 

events exploring the role of digital technology in vocational training and celebrating its 

impact on learners, employers, training providers and society as a whole.  

• Publishing a series of opinion pieces, blogs and research reports on the role (current and 

future) of technology in education, skills and employment.  

This is important work and the signs are that it will be needed going forwards. For example, 

there is no direct reference to vocational technology within the 2024 general election 

manifestos of the Conservative, Labour or Liberal Democrat parties. Each mentions education 

reform but doesn’t overtly recognise the role that technology can play in achieving that reform.   

5.4  Financial leverage 

It is clear from the evaluation evidence that Ufi performs strongly on financial leverage. In 

particular, several grant funded projects have secured additional finance from other sources, 

enabling them to further develop, grow and, in some cases, commercialise. These projects are 

unlikely to have gone ahead – and the additional finance is therefore unlikely to have been 

secured – without the initial investment from Ufi. 

Ufi’s ventures work is also very relevant here. For example, Ufi made an investment in 

Springpod – a careers platform allowing students to experience the world of work and 

university before they apply – since when Springpod has partnered with the Department for 

Education to develop free taster courses for T Levels, apprenticeships and Higher Technical 

Qualifications. In addition, other companies in Ufi’s ventures portfolio explained to the 

evaluators how their short and medium-term priorities include scaling up and running further 

investment rounds. They seem confident that having Ufi as a co-investor will help them do 

that, given Ufi’s name and reputation in the VocTech space.   

5.5 Synergy 

Synergy in this context refers to the flow or exchange of knowledge and information that has 

been facilitated or enabled by Ufi. It is an evident area of strength:  

• Participants in this evaluation repeatedly described Ufi as being communicative, open and 

helpful. 

• As reported earlier, recipients of grant funding acknowledge Ufi’s role in recommending 

and/or introducing them to potential partners or advisors, often from within Ufi’s own 

network. 

• Ventures companies have benefited from the information sharing facilitated by Ufi, e.g., 

through the WhatsApp group. 

• Ufi’s key strategic partners have all made new contacts and grown their own networks as a 

result of working with Ufi.   
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Ufi’s VocTech Ignite programme is a further example of effective knowledge/information 

exchange. Ignite operates on an invitation-only basis and is targeted at projects who have 

previously submitted an unsuccessful application to a Ufi grant funding round. It aims to help 

those whose ideas have real potential to create a difference, but who are not yet ready for full 

funding. Support is provided through up to five days of individual expert advice and mentoring.  

The evaluators spoke briefly with two recipients of Ignite support. Both were positive about it, 

explaining how it had helped them to more clearly articulate their project ideas and give more 

consideration to impact metrics that would appeal to funders.  

5.6 Improved engagement with stakeholders 

This permeates through each of the preceding four categories. In fact, it is a prerequisite or 

core input into Ufi performing well in those categories. Ufi cannot form productive 

partnerships, for example, nor connect grantees with potential collaborators in the VocTech 

space, without being able to engage effectively with a wide range of stakeholders. 

Encouragingly, the evaluation evidence clearly points to them doing this very well.   
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 

6.1 Conclusions 

Introduction 

It is important to keep in mind that this is an interim evaluation. A great deal of work is still 

taking place through Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020, and it therefore follows that its 

reach and impact will grow beyond that which is reported here.  

Even so, at this interim stage, the signs are very encouraging. The feedback gathered firsthand 

by the evaluators has been consistently positive and is typically corroborated by the findings 

from the desk-based analysis. Taken together, they suggest that Ufi is making real progress 

against its fundamental ambition of opening up access to vocational skills and breaking down 

barriers to learning.   

Scale is obviously important here. Ufi’s reach is impressive when compared with its size, but it 

cannot feasibly reach every adult that would benefit from, or progress in/into work having 

engaged with, vocational education. Nor can it support every promising project in the VocTech 

space.  

Ufi therefore needs partners and allies, which emphasises the importance of its current 

strategic partnership work and its commitment to developing new relationships. Its name in 

the VocTech sector appears strong, which provides a solid foundation upon which to keep 

building.   

A partner, not just a funder   

Grantees, ventures companies and strategic partners distinguish Ufi from the other funders 

they have worked with – especially those whose focus is heavily on the achievement of outputs 

and who maintain an arms-length relationship with the organisations they fund. Ufi is seen as 

being responsive, interested and knowledgeable, all of which have contributed (in the majority 

of cases) to productive and pleasant working relationships with the organisations they support.  

In particular, the networking opportunities and increased market exposure that working with 

Ufi offers has been very well received and is something of a unique selling point. Grantees, 

ventures companies and partner organisations can point to tangible benefits of this, not just 

for their own projects/businesses but, more importantly, for the end users of their products 

and services.  

Thorough and attentive, but fair and supportive 

Ufi often forms close working relationships with the organisations it funds/supports, but that is 

not at the expense of rigour and robustness in project management and control. On the 

contrary, the evaluation evidence suggests that Ufi’s due diligence and reporting processes are 

more detailed – or at least the paperwork associated with them is – than other funders/ 

investors. This seems to apply in particular to ventures.   
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Importantly, ventures companies and grantees can usually see why Ufi is requesting the 

information and why they want to adhere to stringent standards and procedures. It has rarely 

been seen as bureaucracy for the sake of it and has often helped projects/companies with their 

own planning and delivery.  

High levels of additionality 

It is not within the reach of this interim evaluation – or at least not without assumptions and 

proxies that would be too sweeping and generalised – to quantify the additionality or 

deadweight of Ufi’s activities. In other words, it is not possible to say that a given percentage 

of the activities that Ufi has funded through its current strategy would or wouldn’t have gone 

ahead anyway.  

But what can be said, based on the evidence available to the evaluation, is that Ufi’s 

additionality appears high, i.e., much of the work it has funded through the current strategy is 

unlikely to have happened, or if it had, it would have taken longer and/or been on a smaller 

scale, had Ufi not become involved. 

This should be a source of encouragement for Ufi as it suggests that their work is neither 

displacing nor duplicating (on any significant scale) the work of others in the VocTech space. It 

is also perhaps linked to numerous consultees calling Ufi “unique”.        

The need for Ufi 

Ufi is a strategic leader in VocTech and a prominent voice in its promotion. This has not 

happened by accident – it is the result of concerted efforts to foster and sustain relationships 

at senior levels, to contribute to policy debates and to fund (and take risks on) a broad array 

of innovative projects.    

Yet it could be suggested that if Ufi is successful in all its endeavours, then it would essentially 

be creating its own exit strategy from the VocTech sector, i.e., the need for a Ufi-type 

organisation would have reduced.  

However, there is little evidence from this evaluation that the sector (insofar as the evaluation 

sample reflects the sector) is ready for that. Consultees regularly told the evaluators that it is 

very difficult to secure finance for VocTech activities in the current climate and that Ufi had 

been a key determinant (in many cases, the key determinant) of their project/ business being 

able to proceed. Were Ufi not to exist, and assuming that their place in the market wasn’t 

taken by an equivalent organisation, then it seems unlikely that much of the innovative work 

supported through Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020 would have been able to take place.   
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6.2 Recommendations 

Evaluation framework   

Ufi now has (as an output from this interim evaluation) a more succinct evaluation framework 

which summarises the outputs, outcomes (short and long-term) and impact measures 

associated with its grant funding, ventures and strategic partnership activity. 

This can now be shared across Ufi’s network to further demonstrate the organisation’s 

commitment to performance measurement and impact assessment. It should also provide the 

basis for both the design and delivery of the final evaluation of the Learning Without Walls: 

Beyond 2020 strategy.    

Grant funding   

Evaluation recommendations are often about proposing change and doing things differently. 

That is not the case for Ufi’s grant funding work, where the recommendation is very much to 

continue using current processes and to continue working with projects in the ways that have 

generated such positive feedback to date. It is a ‘funding plus’ model, with wraparound support 

that is held in very high regard by grantees. It may well be an exemplar of best practice and 

the evaluation has found no reason to change it.  

The same also applies to the selection criteria used to filter and progress grant funding 

applications. Maintaining the high levels of additionality generated by the current criteria 

should be an ongoing objective as it is an intrinsic component of value for money.   

Ventures  

The ventures companies value Ufi’s input and see them as prominent, forward-thinking figures 

in the VocTech space. As above, however, they remarked that Ufi’s administrative requirements 

are on the heavier side compared with other investors. It may therefore be worth Ufi engaging 

with a selection of co-investors to compare monitoring and reporting requirements and to 

explore the reasons for any significant differences. Whilst this may not result in any changes to 

how Ufi operates, it could help to confirm that Ufi is striking the right balance between 

necessity, rigour and streamlining/efficiency.   

Strategic activity  

Following the 2024 UK general election, there will doubtless be new consultations, white 

papers and policy announcements in education and skills. Stakeholders with a wide range of 

interests and objectives will be jockeying for position and seeking to have their voices heard.  

It is therefore important that Ufi continues to actively promote VocTech and the contribution it 

can make to the achievement of new policy goals. This should be done as vociferously as it is 

now, if not more so. Working in close collaboration with the strategic partner organisations will 

add weight to Ufi’s arguments.    
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User feedback   

It has been difficult for some projects to recruit and retain a sufficient number of user testers. 

As such, it is understandable that they would suggest trying to tackle the issue holistically, 

with Ufi as the lead.  

However, the practicalities for Ufi are not straightforward. Most notably, different projects have 

different target audiences and therefore need user testers with different characteristics. The 

user testers required for an app aimed at people with autism working in the hospitality 

industry, for example, would be very different to those needed to test an app which helps 

childcare settings with training and financial reporting. Ufi has funded a large number of 

projects through its current strategy, so any attempt to create an all-encompassing user 

testing pool would require a very significant number of participants.  

A better strategy would be for Ufi to encourage grantees to build payments or other incentives 

for user testing into their delivery models. More or more prominent guidance on this topic for 

grantees may also be advisable.     

Customer engagement  

Some grantees also suggested a role for Ufi in helping projects to successfully engage potential 

customers – and large organisations especially. But this too would be difficult. Ufi is well-

respected in its field and has links at senior levels within other businesses, but that does not 

guarantee that it could make introductions with the NHS, for example, nor other large public 

sector bodies (or at least not without committing significant time and resources to doing so). 

Ufi could instead look to ensure that all grantees have realistic expectations about the 

challenges and timeframes involved in forging new commercial relationships with large 

organisations. Grantees could also be encouraged/reminded to think about customer 

engagement strategies (where relevant) from an early point in their project lifecycle.      

Revisiting the Ufi barometer   

Work undertaken for Ufi in 2020 proposed the introduction of a ‘Ufi barometer’ – essentially a 

periodic survey targeted at Ufi’s stakeholder network and the wider VocTech community to 

identify trends and evolutions in the sector, plus Ufi’s role within it.  

A survey or barometer of this kind could certainly add value. It would look beyond the direct 

outputs and outcomes of Ufi’s grants, ventures and partnership activity (which have been the 

primary focus of this interim evaluation) and provide a broader perspective on the evolution, 

opportunities and challenges of VocTech in the UK.  

It would make sense to incorporate the design and launch of the barometer within the scope of 

the final evaluation of Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020. In doing so, the appointed 

consultants should give due regard to Ufi’s updated evaluation framework to avoid overlap and 

duplication.    
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Appendix A: Primary research sample 

Table A1: Online survey respondents   

Project Cohort 

Special Education Needs and Disabilities Vocational Training App VTS 20 

Game Academy: Talent Tracker VTS 20 

Marco - The Writing-Support App VTS 20 

RARPA - The Next Generation VTS 21 

Bringing English and maths to life in Hair and Beauty VTS 21 

Creating a gamification platform for retaining essential UK engineering 

skills 
VTS 21 

Home Achievement Academy VTS 21 

NextGen Skills Exchange VTS 21 

TechAssure: Virtual Pest Management Simulator VTS 21 

Create Your Own Future VTC 21 

PlanIT, DesignIT, ConstructIT VTC 21 

Numeracy Champions in the Workplace VTC 21 

First Responder Critical Safety Training VTS 22A 

Sandbox Theatres VTS 22A 

Real Life Training for Classroom Assistants using VR Technologies VTS 22A 

Zenvideo: video notetaking for rapid skill development VTS 22A 

Demonstrating the commercial business value of capability building VTS 22B 

Rail Signalling and Safety Simulator VTS 22B 

Global Maritime Portal VTS 22B 
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Table A2: Deep-dive consultations with grantees completed   

Project Cohort 

Lean Immersive App VTS 20 

Bodyswaps, a soft skills simulator powered by VR & AI VTS 20 

The Virtual Librarian – Marcel VTS 20 

Limbic - Digital Humans for Vocational Soft Skills VTS 20 

Sempai Digital Lean Tool VTS 20 

AutonoMe In-Work Support VTS 21 

Supercharging learner motivation by using AI to transform Initial 

Assessment 
VTC 21 

PlanIT, DesignIT, ConstructIT VTC 21 

Gloss Spot VTS 22A 

Canute for Computer Science: Programming and sysadmin for blind 

adults 
VTS 22A 

STEM Upskilling: Digital Twin to transform the vocational learning 

experience 
VTS 22B 

TeacherMatic VTS 22B 

Support platform for SEN/D Creative Technologists and Engineers VTS 22B 

OSCE Simulator VTS 22B 

Task Manager for Adults with Learning Disabilities VTS 22B 

Demonstrating the commercial business value of capability building VTS 22B 

FLO: Virtual Reality Learning Platform for Adult Social Care VTA 23 

Immersive Hydrogen Training VTA 23 
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Table A3: Ventures consultations completed   

Project 

Assemble you 

AutonoMe 

Bodyswaps 

Capslock 

Data Literacy Academy 

Fabrio Design 

Kinderly 

Metaverse 

Mobilise 

My pocket skill 

Slinger staff 

Springpod 

Task Her 

 

Table A4: Strategic partner consultations completed   

Project 

Association for Learning Technology 

Catch22 

iDEA 

Learning & Work Institute 

Resolution Foundation 

Royal Society of Arts 

 



 

 

 

York Consulting | Interim evaluation of Learning Without Walls: Beyond 2020  46 

 

 

Table A5: VocTech Ignite consultations completed   

Project 

ElectroTilez 

Virtual reality in action: training military veterans into coaching 
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Appendix B: Case studies 

Project example: TeacherMatic  

Overview 

TeacherMatic is a highly innovative platform, using generative AI technology to reduce 

teacher workload. A suite of content ‘generators’ help teachers produce materials for 

their courses, including schemes of work, lesson plans and engaging learning activities 

such as multiple-choice questions for quizzes. 

To date the platform has developed, trialled, evaluated and refined at least 10 teaching 

content generators. The platform has an integrated feedback form, together with a 

forum for teachers and developers to discuss the platform’s functionality and 

effectiveness. 

What went well 

The technical development work on the project was very successful, helped by detailed 

and accurate initial planning which was described by the grantee as “crucial”. User 

feedback was captured and acted upon, enabling the project to deliver against its 

objectives and expectations. Weekly internal project meetings were helpful to assess 

progress against the project plan and to prepare for forthcoming activities.  

The tool has been reported by users to save them an average of 3.7 hours per week. 

TeacherMatic is now a trading company with over 50% of FE colleges in England signed 

up (each of which has 50 licences). Users report that the tool saves them an average of 

3.7 hours per week 

TeacherMatic is currently exploring opportunities to work in the school and university 

sectors and in other territories, including North America and Australia. 

Lessons 

Fundamentally, the project's success was based on having the right mix of skills. This 

included a strong understanding of user need, close collaboration between those 

responsible for identifying need and the technical team, a good commercial 

understanding of the FE sector and sound project management. This enabled the 

project to develop a single tool that could serve and support a very wide audience.  

Working with Ufi 

Ufi’s application and project planning processes provided a very useful framework for 

the project. The team felt well supported by Ufi throughout the project, often using 

them as a sounding board and source of advice. 
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Task Manager for Adults with Learning Disabilities 

Overview 

This project developed assistive technology that provides personalised prompts to 

enable people with learning disabilities and/or autism to navigate the work environment 

and complete tasks independently and to a high standard. Users tap on Near Field 

Communication (NFC) stickers – placed in strategic locations around the workplace – 

which direct them to a series of personalised prompts which they can access on their 

phones.  The aim is to support adults with learning disabilities, who often face multiple 

barriers, to access and sustain paid employment.   

A back-office system records the tasks that have been completed, the quality assurance 

checks that have been carried out, and how the individuals feel at different points 

during the working day. 

What went well 

Regular feedback from end users, job coaches and employers informed the design and 

development of the software. The project team responded promptly to this feedback, 

helping to ensure that the end product had a high level of fitness for purpose. It also led 

to the addition of wearable technology for certain features (something which was far 

beyond the original concept). 

Strong partnerships were formed with high profile employers, including Jaguar Land 

Rover, Holiday Inn Express, Waitrose and the Compass Group. Training hubs were 

established with such as Mencap, Lighthouse Trust and Pure Innovations, which were 

also central to the success of the project.   

Following the completion of their Ufi-funded project, Assistiv secured contracts with two 

major training providers – NHS England Choices College and Lighthouse Futures – both 

of which are now licencing the product. Three other education providers are also 

trialling the product on selected vocational courses. 

Lessons 

It was not always easy for the project team to secure time with individuals (i.e., end 

users) and job coaches for training purposes. In addition, the project intentionally 

targeted supported employment places rather than long-term/permanent employment. 

However, some of these placements came to an end mid-project, which truncated some 

of the user testing and feedback.  

Working with Ufi 

The project team welcomed Ufi's critical friend approach and found it useful to have an 

outside/neutral perspective on key issues. Ufi also facilitated important introductions for 

the project, acting (in the words of the grantee) “almost as a non-executive director” 

rather than just a funder. 

 

  


