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Executive Summary 
 
Background 
The “Friends Connected” is a 12 month pilot project launched in August 2015 in response to the 
social and corporate need to address digital exclusion amongst elderly people in Bewsey and 
Dallam.  It was funded through the “Delivering Wellbeing in Bewsey & Dallam” scheme; a scheme 
aimed at supporting the delivery on the Warrington Strategy for Wellbeing within Bewsey and 
Dallam. The project was delivered through the GGHT Regeneration Team, and was specifically 
targeted at tenants aged 60 years and over, or those considered housebound. 
 
The aim of the pilot is to address digital exclusion by providing free internet connection for 12 
months within a maximum of 20 homes with the intention that tenants would become confident and 
independent Internet users within a 12 month period. Twenty tablets and OSPREY devices were 
provided to enable tenants to have access to the Internet in their own home, plus GGHT officer 
time to deliverer individualised support. A total of £10,000 was awarded towards the project for 
capital costs, plus GGHT officer time; which in total currently total £10,953.   
 
The Purpose of the Report 

The report is a six month review, and will examine how effective the Friends Connected Pilot has 
been so far in meeting the original aim by examining: 
 

 The current impact and social return of investment  

 The lessons learned during the past six months  
 

Methodology 
 
To meet the report objectives the following survey and evaluation reports were analysed: 

 Individual baseline skills assessment information from participants was used and was 
compared to end of pilot assessments to examine skills competencies.  

 Visitation notes were used to identify instances were individuals reported changes in their 
behaviour; for example: where initially individuals reported no contact with their family to 
ones where they were making regular contact, or where individuals started volunteering or 
getting involved where previously they had not.   

 The HACT value calculator was used to calculate the social value related to: participants 
who had regular access to the Internet, regularly volunteered, those who began talking to 

their neighbour regularly, and participants who regularly attend voluntary and local 
organisations as a result of the pilot. 

 YETI Bewsey IT suite usage tracking system was used to identify older members from 
Bewsey and Dallam using the local IT suite 

  
Key Finding 

o 25 older people engaged on the project with 17 remaining to date 
o Project achieved 25% take-up rate from those approached, and 60% retention rate 
o From the 17 who still remain on the project 

o 30% reported being isolated or lonely 
o 90% do not have regular access to the Internet 

o The outcomes achieved so far: 
o 59%  (10 tenants) are now demonstrating independent use of the Internet 
o 53% (9 tenants) have developed new friendships/networks or improved their 

connections with their family and friends 
o 20% (5 tenants) are now active in the community 
o 20% (5 tenants) have registered with the GGHT website 
o 53% (9 tenants) are now regularly communicating with GGHT via email. 

o During the first six months the pilot has an overall social impact of £17,432 (minus 
deadweight) with a net benefit of £6,479 which equates to a ratio of 1:1.59 investment. 

o A growing elderly population was identified within Warrington with isolation with 30% 
reporting isolation across the town; this concurs with the unexpected issues which have 
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arose during the first six months of pilot delivery, showing there is a need across the town 
for intervention to tackle social isolation. 

 
Recommendations taking the project forward  

 There is proven evidence across the town that social isolation is an issue, and therefore 
consideration should be given after the pilot project has been completed to extending the 
project to wider Warrington should this pilot continue to prove to be as effective in tackling 
social isolation and digital exclusion.  

 Improvement to SROI could be achieved by circulating the tablets more once the participant 
has achieved outcomes. 

 Further comparisons with other methods of engaging with elderly/housebound tenants are 
recommended to see how they compare with other methods of tackling isolation and 
improving digital exclusion. 
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Background 
 
A Social Need for Investment 
GGHT tenant demographics show that over 23% of households have someone living within the 
home aged 65 or over. It is also, widely known nationally that older people are less likely to be 
digitally included, and so they are unable to access the many benefits open to most other people. 
 
A 2015 digital survey conducted within Bewsey and Dallam, revealed that 65% of tenants of 
pensionable age had never used the internet as opposed to only 8% of those of working age, and 
55% of older people stated they had little or no understanding of the internet at all. Although this 
digital divide is not an isolated issue within Warrington, Bewsey & Dallam does have one of the 
highest proportions of elderly people in Warrington, and the estate is within 10% of the most 
disadvantaged communities nationally; the need to address the issue in this area was therefore 
greater than other areas. 
 
A Corporate Need for Investment 
As part of the business case for developing a group structure with Helena,  GGHT are working 
towards a target that 80% of customers accessing services digitally by 2020 (Digital For All 2014- 
2017). This opens up greater challenges for those people who have the greatest barriers to digital 
access as conventional services will eventually be limited in favour of digital contact services, so 
The Torus Group see digital inclusion as a strategic priority (Corporate Plan 2015), and are 
strategically primed to ensure customers are prepared and able for a digital future. 
 
In addition, the mental and physical health of elderly tenants is a priority for GGHT.  Currently, our 
property allocation trends show an increase in homes being let to a growing ageing  population, 
especially with the predicted increase of over 65’s in Warrington by 2021 being 27.5% ( DORIC 
population trends); this brings with it key implications for adapting and planning current and future 
services to ensure our elderly tenants continue to have improved mental wellbeing, and remain 
active in their community, whether this is by helping a neighbour, meeting or interacting at a local 
level. 
 
The Project Pilot 

Investment and Expenditure 

To address the Social and Corporate need for intervention GGHT invested £10,000 plus officer 
time currently totalling £953 (6 month support) to deliver a digital pilot: 
 
£10,000  Investment from GGHT Bewsey & Dallam Board 
£953  Based on 82 visits with an average of 1 hour 
 
Total investment £10,953 

Pilot Aims and Objectives 

The pilot project was developed to engage with elderly and housebound tenants considered the 
most excluded.  The aim of the pilot was to address digital exclusion by providing free internet 
connection, for 12 months, within the homes of 20 tenants, plus offer of individualised one-to-one 
support with the aim that tenants would become confident and independent Internet users within a 
12 month period. 
 
Each tenant who agreed to take part was given 4G mobile Wi-Fi connection via an EE OSPREY, 
plus a basic tablet. Officer time was allocated to support  the participants, and would support them 
on their own personal self-discovery of the Internet within their own home. Support and subsequent 
visits were arranged on agreement with the individual based on their needs. 
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Data collection and Monitoring 

Seven outcome indicators were used to gauge what was considered to be confidence and 
independence in internet use; each tenant was measured on achieving one or more of the 
following: 
 
1) The tenant would be able to troubleshoot technical issues related to their connection or 

hardware without intervention 
2) The tenant would be able to actively explored different aspect of internet usage over and above 

what they had been shown 
3) The Tenant could download apps and use them independently 
4) The Tenant was motivate to buy or look into purchasing their own equipment to connect to the 

Internet to sustain their use after the end of the project 
5) The Tenant gained a certificate or completed a module on Learn My Way 
6) The Tenant shopped online for the first time 
7) The Tenant scored 4 and above against baseline data on confidence and skill; the baselines 

were collated from questionnaire which were used when the tablets and OSPREYS were 
installed into the properties. 

 
A database was used to track a tenants progress and a further matrix was developed to track 
progress on the project overall.  The project was monitored on a quarterly basis to ensure the 
tenants were working towards meeting these indicators, and to adapt the delivery to meet the 
needs of the tenants involved. 

Project Changes and Development 

Within 3 months of starting the project, it became apparent that the project was addressing far 
more than digital exclusion. We discovered that 70% of tenants signed on the pilot lived alone and 
all revealed, during support visits, that they experienced loneliness or felt isolated from their 
community; however, it was evident that the project was helping address these issues, as it was 
helping tenants to: reconnected with their families and friends, make friends with people in other 
countries and within their own neighbours, and helped tenants get out and about more.  
 
As the result of allowing tenants to use the internet in their own homes, as apposed to a learning 
environment in a community centre, college etc. the pilot has proved to be a less threatening 
gradual way of allowing people to explore the internet on their terms in the comfort of their homes.  
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Research Findings 
 
Participant Demographics and General Statistics 
25 tenants benefitted from the project within the six month period and 17 tenants currently remain 
on the pilot; from the 17 remaining tenants: 

 Average age was 65 years; the youngest tenants was 46 and the older is 75 

 6 men and 11 women made up the mix 

 12 (70%) live alone:  

 From all 17 tenants; and despite some living with other family members:  
o 7 (30%) reported of isolation or loneliness  
o 3 (10%) reported anxiety and loneliness after loss of partner  
o 5  (20%)reported limited or no communication/contact with close 

family/relations/friends 
o 7 (30%) reported lack of contact in their local community/neighbours 
o 12 (60%) do not attend any social/hobby groups 

 16 out of  17 tenants have been identified as not having regular access to the internet 
o 7 tenants have no internet connection and have never used the Internet 
o 6 already have broadband but used smartphones, but reported limited knowledge of 

Internet functionality 
o 2 have no Internet access due to cost  
o 1 has broadband and a tablet already but lacks confidence 

 
 
Sign-up, Retention and Support  
Approximately 100 properties were targeted over a rolling programme of sign-up, with 25 signing 
up which is a 25% take-up rate.  The community IT suite in Bewsey does not attract many older 
people as it currently has only 33 members being over the age of 50 years using the IT suite who 
live in Bewsey and Dallam (10% of the total number of members).  Only 50+ members could be 
identified due to the system used to analyse the information, which indicates that there would be 
even less people aged 65+. 
 
During the doorstep recruitment process, tenants were more likely to be persuaded to try the 
Internet when offered Internet access in their homes free for a period of time with face-to-face 
support. Most refused any inclination to try the internet, but changed their minds when this offer 
was given, they reported that it would be a way their families could help, and also liked the idea of 
being in control for when they wanted to learn without having to make a great deal of effort. 
 
Since August, 17 tenants remain supported; the 8 
tenants dropped out (60% retention rate). The reasons 
for dropping out were mainly due to tenants not being 
able to cope with additional learning when faced with 
other life issues; such as continued Ill Health, family 
bereavement.  Only 2 stated, after trying the Internet, 
that it was not for them and they had lost interest. All 8 
who dropped out dis so in the first 2 weeks of receiving 
the equipment so learning was minimal to report on. 
 
During the six months, the installation dates were 
staggered, which has meant that currently 4 new 
participants have only had less than one months support, 
and the true results are largely based on 10 participants 
who have had the longest support.  
 
81 visits took place: 

 17 technical / troubleshooting visits 

 25 Sign-up visits 

 40 Support visits  
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In between the face-to-face support, tenants were 
supported with regular group and individual emails; in 
total 113 emails were sent and received between the 
support officer and tenants. More recently a Facebook 
support group called “Friends Connected” (seen on the 
left) was established to help tenants support each other. 
Currently 4 tenants have registered on this closed group. 
 
Technical Issues 
20% of visits were to sort out technical issues.  Most of 
these visits were related to WIFI connections failing on 
the tablets, all were resolved with support which allowed 
the tenant to reconnect themselves. However, there was 
also total equipment failure: 
 

 25% tablets failed -  replaced due to battery failure 

 10% OSPREYs failed - replaced due to signal 
failure 

 
The tablets proved to have a high volume of failure and 
battery life is generally poor. As tenant’s confidence 
developed, the specifications on the tablets were not 
adequate to fit the purpose of use, but this led tenants to 
consider purchasing their own equipment which was a 
positive outcome. 
 
Outputs, Outcomes and SROI 
 
Independent Internet Users  
 
 (59%) 10 individual tenants have already demonstrated 
independence when using the Internet and the facility to 
access the Internet: 

 6 tenants have already scored 4 or above out of 5 
in knowledge and skill when comparing original baselines 

 2 tenants have demonstrated troubleshooting abilities; for example, can reconnect their 
OSPREY to their tablet; can change settings to improve usage; can delete apps to save 
storage space 

 4 tenants have demonstrated independent learning by discovering new facilities/services 
over and above GGHT support, for example: downloading apps, streaming videos, signing 
up for online banking, looking for advice on the internet to help them troubleshoot. 

 1 tenant have started shopping online 

 1 tenant  have bought their own equipment to remain online after the pilot 
 
 
Friendships, Networks and Family Connections 

 
9 (53%)  individual tenants developed new friendships/networks or improved their connections with 
their family and friends  

 1 tenants has made connections with her family in Canada using email 
 6 tenants have increased their contact with their family and friends using email and 

Facebook 

 4 tenants have increased and improved face-to-face contact with their families due to family 
members actively supporting the tenant to learn about the Internet 

 6 tenants reported speaking to their neighbours more; these tenants were all participants of 
the pilot 
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 3 tenants re-established links on Facebook  
 4 joined a new Facebook group specific to connecting people on the pilot 

 
 
Volunteering and Active in the community 

 
5 (20%) individual tenants became active in the community: 

 1 tenant became an active volunteer 
 3 tenants have joined social groups or hobby groups 
 4 tenants actively support each other to learn about the Internet i.e. they visit each other  

 
Digital Transformation 

 
 5 (20%) tenants have registered with GGHT website 
 9 (53%) tenants now regularly communicate with GGHT via email 

 
Social Return on Investment 

 
Based on the HACT Value Calculator the following SROI has been achieved:  

Access to the Internet 

From the 17 people active on the project, 16 were identified as not having regular access to the 
Internet; therefore this has a social value (total minus deadweight) of £16,100 

Regular Volunteering 

As a consequence of the pilot, 1 tenant (aged 46 years) is now supporting other tenants on the pilot 
and has recently working on an arts project with another organisation. The tenants volunteering 
time equates to at least once a month for at least two hours; therefore, currently, this has a social 
value (total minus deadweight) equates to £1,332 

 
Therefore, based on a total investment of £10,953, within 6 months, this project has an overall 
social impact of £17,432 (minus deadweight) which equates to a ratio of 1:1.59 investment with a 
net benefit of £6,479. 
 
Discovering Isolation and Loneliness across out tenancy 
Due to the high proportion of tenants from a small sample of the total tenancy were found to report 
isolation and loneliness, and the positive  impact the pilot project was having to address this issue, 
further research was conducted to identify if isolation and loneliness was an issue across 
Warrington. 
 
According to the Warrington’s Strategy for an Ageing Population Phase  1: 2009-2015, by 2026, 
43% of the population in the borough will be over 50, and  over 65’s are predicted to increase in 
Warrington to 27.5% by 2021 according to  recent DORIC population trends.  
 
Currently, according to an older people’s survey, conducted in 2014 by Warrington Borough 
Council and the Warrington Ageing Better partnership, the current levels of isolation and loneliness 
experienced by elderly residents is  already seen as an issue. According to this survey over 60% of 
older people in the town already live alone, and 30% were identified as isolated. Overwhelmingly, 
the most common reason older people couldn’t engage and go out was that they lacked 
confidence, and this issue worsened as time passed. 
 
From the perspective of Torus and Golden Gates Housing, keeping our elderly tenants active 
mentally and physically within their own community is a priority.  Currently, the GGHT property 
allocation trends show an increase in homes being let to a growing ageing  population, especially 
with the predicted increase of over 65’s in Warrington predicted to increase; this brings with it key  
implications for adapting and planning current and future services to ensure our elderly tenants  
continue to have improved mental wellbeing, and remain active in their community whether this is  
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by helping a neighbour, meeting or interacting at a local level. 
 
The link between the use of Internet to reduce feelings loneliness and isolation was clearly  
outlined in AGEUK’s Digital inclusion evidence review 2013, it recommend that using the  
Internet as a communication tool is associated with lower levels of social loneliness among  
older people.  The weight of evidence in this document clearly showed how mental health and  
wellbeing improved in older people when they began using the Internet, and how they viewed it 
as a lifeline and a reason to carry out daily activities; it also had a positive impact on depression.  
Our digital pilot has proved to be an effective means of allowing older people to develop lasting  
friendships which are contributory to all these factors.
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What the Tenants Say …… 
Brenda, 65, has never used the Internet before, and although her 
daughter is an expert, Brenda has always felt threatened by it.   

“It’s a challenge,  but it is helping  me to  keep in touch 
with my daughter” 

With a lot of determination, Brenda has mastered surfing on the 
Internet, and has been researching an area of Warrington were she 
was born.   It has taken Brenda some time to get used to a touch 
screen, but Brenda’s confidence is increasing each time she uses 
it. 
 
Brenda is now building  is able to communicate using email, and 
recently signed up to MYGGHT so she can check her rent balance.   
 
 

Ronnie, 74, from Bewsey, had heard about the 
internet, but had never used it as she found it all 
a bit daunting.  When her family encouraged her 
to start using it, she didn’t feel she had the 
confidence to try. She considered courses but 
felt a bit awkward. However, providing her with 
a tablet at home has broken down these 
barriers.  
 
After a bit of determination and self belief, 
Ronnie was able to contact with her daughter 
more who doesn’t live locally. She has also 

started emailing some of the other tenants who are part of the project, and one of the tenants is 
now supporting her learning. 

“Des, who lives a few doors down, visits me to help when I get stuck. I am so 
grateful for any help I can get” 

Ronnie runs the local Coffee Morning, and has joined the project as she is keen to encourage 
people who don’t feel confident to socialise and consider joining her activities, but she says that it 
takes a lot of encourage some people to take the first steps. Ronnie believes that the Friends 
Connected  project will help people, who don’t normally socialise, to connect and makes friends in 
their community. 

 
John, 68, is terribly isolated, with his sister as his only contact. John is 
incredibly shy and finds it hard to make friends which makes increases his 
feelings of loneliness. He had never used the Internet and had never thought of 
using the Internet before. 
 
Within a few months John mastered the Internet and admits that it has become 
a bit of an addiction for him. As a result, he has made contact with his sister 
and they email each other daily. The Internet has also helped him to research 
the many interests he has, and he has ventured out to see some of the local 
history places he has found on the Internet.  John is a true independent 
internet user in just a few months, which has helped look beyond the four walls 
of his house. 

“I thoroughly enjoy using the tablet, as there is so much to learn and I 
can now speak to my sister everyday.” 
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Neil, 46, is housebound due to a severe leg injury, but he gets frustrated and incredibly bored. He 
tries to fill his days the best he can, but says most 
days are incredibly boring and isolating. Neil 
already has broadband, but couldn’t afford a 
device to help him use the internet fully, so his 
skills were limited to a smartphone.  
 
Although he knew what the Internet was capable 
of doing, his disability kept him from attending 
courses.  After receiving a tablet, his skills quickly 
increased and it has helped increased his 
confidence far beyond what he initially expected.   

 

“It really has been a lifeline for me, and I have got so much to give.  I am now 
helping my neighbour who also has a tablet.  She is isolated herself so we 
make a great pair” 

 
Neil not only helps others on the project via email, but he has recently started volunteering for a 
local arts charity “LiveWire” in a project which is exploring isolation through art. Neil is so grateful 
this project was developed as it has helped him to rediscover that he can be active even though he 
has limited mobility.  
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Conclusions  
 Lessons Learned 

o Targeted Recruitment -The targeted approach the pilot used proved very effective 
in recruiting and supporting the right individuals who would normally have refused. 
The take-up rate for older people was also high compared to those the local IT suite 
of only 10% across Bewsey and Dallam, indicating that this approach is ideal to 
engage with older people on an issue which can be seen as quite daunting. 

o Approach and Retention - As the approach was home based and learning 
conducted at home on a 1-2-1 basis at the pace and level of each individual this may 
account for the retention rate of 60%.   

o Equipment Used –  
Á  The use of the OSPREYs and cheap table devices proved to be an excellent 

mechanism to giving tenants a short term taster of the Internet which 
allowed tenants to gain the basic skills needed for them to interact.   

Á There was a high proportion of failures due to the cost of the tablets but this 
did not disrupt quality  and spread of learning.  

Á The unit cost for the first six months equates to £644 per beneficiary; 
however, this is only a six month period and more people could benefit 
during the remainder of the project. It is also worth noting that this project 
has a good return on investment.  

 Impact and social return of investment 
o Social Isolation and Loneliness –  

Á Current trends in relation to an ageing population, and the levels of isolation, 
concur with the initial finding of this pilot regarding the levels of isolation and 
loneliness across the borough.  Therefore it is to be concluded that isolation 
amongst our elder tenants is likely to be in excess of 30% and therefore 
worth greater focus on addressing this issue. 

Á The pilot seems to have a more marked impact on supporting older tenants 
who are isolated to make new friends and networks with an already 53% of 
tenants demonstrating improved connections despite a quarter only recently 
being signed up. This trend is extremely encouraging, and whilst it may not 
address the full complexities of isolation and loneliness or suit everyone, it 
has had an impact on many people who were not engaging or had limited 
engagement, and probably would normally engage.  

o Independence in Internet Use – With 20% of tenants already demonstrating 
independence in using the Internet within 6 months from a hard-to-reach client 
group is promising achievement considering that 40% would normally have refused 
to learn about the Internet.   

o Social Return on Investment – The net benefit of £6,479 with a ratio of 1:1.59  
has been achieved in the first 6 months of this project which clearly demonstrates a 
need to look at expanding the project to wider Warrington tenants.  

 

Recommendations 
 

 The recruitment and approach proved to be an excellent way of support older isolated 
people and this should not be changed as the project progresses. 

 Despite the high failure rate of tablets, this did not dispute progress and learning.  The 
equipment proved to the best way 

 Whilst the unit costs per beneficiary is high, it is recommended that those who have 
achieved the basic skills and confidence should relinquish their tablets for others to benefit. 
This should be assessed based and an individual needs basis considering negative impacts 
on isolation; where possible gravitate people to local community internet access where 
possible or offer advice on how a tenant can afford their own connections. 

 Whilst access into using the Internet may not appeal to everyone, it has proved effective 
and innovative method of addressing isolation and improving online skills amongst tenants 
who are clearly isolated and have little or no skills, therefore this method should be 
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considered for expansion in other areas where isolation and low digital skills have been 
identified. 

 The pilot project within 6 months has had an good ROI and, if the tablets are rotated more 
during the next 6 months and current beneficiaries improve their skills further, this figure 
should improve further. It is also recommended that this value should be compared to other 
methods of engaging with the same client groups to see which is the better return; this will 
determine if other approaches should be dropped in favour of this approach. 


