
www.freetobekids.org.uk Impact Report 2021 

I just think Free to Be is amazing. The adults here help you when you feel 
worried or scared and they have your back, always. 

 Abena, 11  “
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We believe that all children deserve to experience joy and adventure within their childhood, 
whatever other difficulties they face. 

Many children referred to us grow up facing real hardships - many experience poverty, unstable 
housing, bullying, the loss of a family member, emerging difficulties with mental health, or are 
growing up in families where parents have difficulties with drugs, alcohol, or illness. As a result 
many have very limited views of their own potential, and of who they can be in the world. 

Our projects are carefully structured to create opportunities for particularly disadvantaged children 
to experience feeling brave, adventurous, proud and successful, often for the first time in a long 
time. Children develop a much richer view of themselves, helping them grow in confidence, increase 
social skills and believe that they can achieve much more than they had thought. 

The majority of our work takes place through our Thrive Outside programme which creates 
immersive, horizon broadening residential respite projects in outdoor environments, helping children 
to create lasting positive childhood memories. For the most vulnerable, we offer long term support 
through our London based Thrive Mentoring programme or through our Journey Programme - a 
recurring series of specialist residentials with consistent staffing and the same small group of 
particularly vulnerable young people, spread over a year.  

All of our work supports children who are particularly disadvantaged and Thrive Outside is 
particularly successful at engaging children and families who might not otherwise access more 
traditional forms of support. For these children, our projects open up a whole new world. Everything 
we do is aimed to support children to develop their sense of who they are, and in turn to create 
changes in confidence, resilience and self-belief which help children do better at school, at home, 
and elsewhere. Schools tell us the impact of Thrive Outside is evidenced by lasting changes 
in educational engagement, improved emotional health, and real growth in children's belief in what 
they can achieve. 

Beyond our main Thrive Outside work, which operates across London and is 
piloting in Birmingham, we also run a Young Leaders' programme, coaching, 
training and supporting children to return on our projects as young 
volunteers, directly supporting children facing similar difficulties to their own. 

If you'd like to read more about what we do and how we do it, please visit our 
website: www.freetobekids.org.uk 

About Free to Be - for those new to our work

Throughout this report, children’s names and other identifying details have been changed to protect their confidentiality.
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Welcome to our 2021 Impact Report! First and foremost, it is wonderful to be able to report that our residential 
projects resumed this summer, after a 17 month hiatus whilst youth sector Covid restrictions prevented all 
overnight stays. Our staff team, volunteers and, most importantly, children have been thrilled to head off 
together once more on longer adventures and it has been incredibly rewarding to again witness the 
transformations that happen thanks to the intensity and depth of relationships built on residential projects.  

This report shares some of what our wonderful children have achieved during what has been another very 
difficult and disrupted year. We are honoured to have been alongside them through the uncertainties, difficulties 
but also joys that they have experienced. From the lockdown period at the beginning of the year, when only 
online mentoring and some very restricted and carefully managed one to one in-person sessions were permitted, 
through to our Adventure days at Easter and then the cautious return to something more like normality over the 

summer, our staff team, volunteers, funders and supporters have worked 
incredibly hard to adapt and develop our work to ensure it has remained 
available throughout to the children who need it most.  

Referrals to our projects are always overwhelming, both in quantity and in 
terms of the stories they tell of circumstances and trauma that no child 
should have to face. This year however, the impact of the pandemic upon 
families who were already at crisis point left us inundated with even more 
urgent cases than ever. It has become increasingly clear that in order to help 
meet this need, we need to grow our capacity. Much of our time in 2021 has 
been spent planning how to do this, to allow us to scale significantly over the 
next few years. We’re excited to share some of our plans for this development 
in the second half of this report.  
With best wishes,

We believe in childhood, 
muddy trainers, new 
challenges, self expression, 
and real human 
relationships. Our aim is to 
open up a sense of 
adventure, freedom and 
possibility for children who 
are struggling, whatever 
life's circumstances. 

-From our website

“

”

An Introduction from our Leadership Team
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A Summary of what we’ve achieved in 2021

Had we paid this 
year’s volunteers at 
the London Living 
wage rate, it would 
have cost us over 

£100,000

This year, once Covid 
restrictions eased we 

provided 193 
residential project 
places for children 
and young people

Despite Covid restrictions, 172 
children and young people 
worked with us this year

104 volunteers gave their 
time to support or work 
alongside our children

100% of children 
developed or 

learnt new social 
skills on our 

projects

98% of children reported 
positive indicators of 

improved self esteem, social 
confidence and resilience - 

including feeling believed in, 
trusted, adventurous and 

special.

This year, we 
benefitted from 

over 9,000  
volunteering hours

From the very first project that Shelly did with you, she 
was absolutely engaged and loved every minute. Over 
the years, Free to Be has given her a real sense of 
belonging and achievement. It has been so important 
for her to have a space where she can be herself and 
doesn’t have to think about her mum’s problems. When 
she is with you, she can just have fun and play and do 
exciting and wonderful things. 

- Shelly’s Nan”

97% of children 
reported trying something they 

had previously not thought 
possible whilst they worked 

with us this year

“

    I thought Free to Be would 
be a fun thing to get away 
from home and not spend so 
much time on video games, 
because that’s been bad for 
my mental health. I decided 
to come and it turned out to 
be the most amazing trip. 

- Hamid, 12

“

”
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The Need
Sam (11) and Jenny (8) are just two of the children 
we worked with this year. Their story is reflective of 
the sorts of complex, interlinked challenges that, 
sadly, many of our children face: 

Sam has ADHD and ODD. He is working at three 
years below peers in school, and needs a one to one 
support worker to get through each day. For the third 
time in his life, he and his younger sister Jenny are on 
child protection plans, this time under the category of 
emotional abuse. Since his birth, there has been 
domestic abuse between his parents. His dad, who has 
a longstanding history of addiction to alcohol and 
cannabis, has now been forced to leave the home and 
there is a restraining order in place. Over the years, 
Sam and Jenny have witnessed many incidences of 
their dad physically abusing their mum whilst under 
the influence of drugs and alcohol, and have had the 
police attend their home and remove their dad 
regularly. They are very attached to their dad and 
are finding it very difficult to cope with only seeing 
him during supervised contact sessions.   

Sam and Jenny’s mum is currently suffering from 
depression after the stillbirth of her 3rd child earlier 
this year. She often struggles to meet the needs of 
her children, who are also grieving the loss of their 
baby sibling. The family lives in a cramped two 
bedroom flat within a high-rise block. Sam is 
constantly energetic due to his ADHD and finds it 
incredibly hard to be cooped up inside. Sam has 
attended our projects multiple times a year since he 
was 8 and constantly asks when his next trip with us 
will be. The projects have created a consistent, 
predictable space for Sam, away from the chaos and 
trauma of his wider life, where he can experience the 
freedom just to be a child. Spending time with adults 
who can safely support him helps him to manage his 
energy and relationships. He has begun to experience 
himself as a leader who can resolve tensions and get 
along with others. This summer Sam’s sister Jenny 
joined us for the first time, allowing Sam to show a 
gentle, caring side that we hadn’t seen before. 
Initially Jenny was shy and reserved, but with help 
from Sam and our volunteers, we saw her confidence 
blossom. She threw herself into the activities, all of 
which were new for her, and particularly loved 
learning to swim. Both children deserve long term 
support and we’ll continue to provide this throughout 
their childhoods.

http://www.freetobekids.org.uk
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Thrive Outside: Our Model

Our Thrive Outside project structure is carefully designed to support particularly 
vulnerable children, especially those who find it difficult to engage with or 
manage more traditional interventions, such as talking therapies, group work or 
less tailored residential trips. The five core concepts of our model are what help 
children who struggle in more generalised provision, to instead build relationships 
and engage with our work. 

This model allows us to quickly build a powerful sense of belonging and trust with children who often struggle 
with feeling safe or wanted. Our 5 day gateway residential projects provide children with over 50 hours of 
direct and intensive therapeutically structured support from the same, responsive, psychologically minded 
adults. This equates to over a years’ worth of clinic or home visits from social workers or other agencies. 
Through being alongside children and young people as they work in teams to build a raft, encourage each other 
to reach the top of a climbing wall, or overcome disagreements as they play together, we gain a better 
understanding of who they are and how they navigate social situations. We’re then able to feed these insights 
back to referrers and use them as a starting point for our own longer term work. 

My favourite thing about 
Free to Be is that when 
you’re here, you achieve 
things, like overcoming 
your fears and meeting 
new people. If you get 
asked to go on Free to Be, 
don’t be shy. Everyone 
here will soon become like 
your family and you’ll be 
able to trust them the way 
we all do. 

-  Blessing, 9

“

”
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Longer Term Support 
Many children with particularly entrenched difficulties who are struggling at home, school and with the other 
types of support they are offered, engage deeply and powerfully with Free to Be when they attend one of our 
Thrive Outside Gateway projects. For these children there is a real need for ongoing support to build on the 
trust, sense of belonging and powerful shared experiences they benefit from whilst with us.  

Following on from our Gateway Projects, which would usually take place 
during the Easter and Summer school holidays, we work with referrers to identify children and young people 
most in need of ongoing support. In a normal year, we match these children to:  

• Recurring Respite Projects 1-2 times a year - designed to top up and sustain the positive changes they 
have made with us and provide a break from home for children to look forward to throughout the year. 

• Weekly/fortnightly One to One Mentoring with an adult volunteer (generally one that they already know 
and trust, having worked with them on their Gateway project) in London. Sessions revolve around positive 
activities, planned by child and mentor together, creating regular space and time with a trusted adult. 

• Our Journey Projects - spread over a year, these offer more specialised, targeted support to young people 
with particularly deeply entrenched negative self-narratives and include activities designed to build 
resilience, team work and confidence; one to one coaching and facilitated group reflection. 

Over the first half of this year, much of our work had to take place in adapted formats to comply with 
Covid-19 rules, as illustrated on the following pages. Throughout, the core principles of our model underpinned 
each adaptation, to ensure it remained accessible, effective and centred on the children who needed it most. 

I hope there is more trips, 
because I enjoy Free to Be a lot. 
It helps me to be more open 
with myself and see my talents. 
I like that on Free to Be, I keep 
going forward and don’t give 
up. Like, I thought I’d be scared 
on the high ropes course, but I 
did it. 

- Destiny, 12

“

”
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Responding to Covid-19 

As restrictions changed over the course of 2021, we adjusted our work to ensure 
that we were still present for the children who most needed our support.  

Continued support through lockdowns:  
During the January - March lockdown, our volunteers continued to provide online 
and phone based one to one mentoring to children and young people. Each volunteer and child were carefully 
matched to ensure they would work well 
together and  activity equipment was 
sent to the children’s homes to help 
volunteers to create sessions which would 
allow them to work alongside their 
mentees, allowing child led-conversations 
to take place naturally. Children shared 
worries around the impact of the 
pandemic on their education, frustrations 
at not being able to spend time with 
friends and, in some cases, distress at the 
loss or severe illness of loved ones.  

Activities included: homework help, 
magic workshops, board games, dance 
sessions, clay modelling, drawing, 
embroidery and cooking together.  

Over this time we also offered 
individually risk assessed, face to face 
mentoring sessions to children and young 
people who weren’t able to engage 
online. 

I think Free to Be has 
changed me. Since I’ve 
been here, I’ve been more 
social. Before, I was quite 
afraid to raise my voice 
and have a say. 

- Summer, 13

“
”
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Localised adventure days for the most in need:  
Our Adventure Days during the Easter holidays ran in line with 
current government and youth sector guidance, providing face to face 
support for 46 children who we deemed particularly isolated and 
vulnerable. Between them, children received over 370 hours of support 
from our therapeutically minded volunteers. With overnight stays still 
prohibited and group sizes significantly limited, we instead found local 
opportunities to get children outdoors and engaged in the kinds of 
confidence building activities that we would generally undertake on our 
residential projects. The days provided children with much needed 
opportunities to play outdoors, socialise, enjoy a change of scene and 
preserve their relationships with us until our normal work could resume. 

Activities included: Kayaking, crazy golf, outdoor cooking and fire 
building, go-karting and pony trekking (some pictured below). 

At the forefront of resuming residential work:  
As summer approached, high levels of uncertainty regarding Covid 
restrictions remained.  Many other organisations made the decision not to run residentials for a second 
consecutive summer, but for us, this simply wasn’t an option. Whilst more affluent families could holiday using 
air corridors abroad or arrange staycations in the UK, the children we support had no other access to time 
outdoors. We’d seen incidences of domestic abuse and serious mental health challenges for primary school 
aged children increase dramatically - however vital our work was pre-Covid, it was needed tenfold more now. 

Over June, we juggled a range of complex plans to cover all scenarios, created in-depth procedures to manage 
testing, potential outbreaks, enhanced cleaning and last minute staffing shortages and, less than a week after 
the easing of restrictions allowed it, we became one of the first youth organisations in the UK to resume 
residential work with non-family groups. 

The logistics in re-opening so swiftly yet safely were easily the most complex we’ve had to face since the launch 
of Free to Be and we are incredibly grateful for the flexibility and passion of our volunteers, funders and 
supporters who came together to make the seemingly impossible happen for children who needed it. 

The pandemic has been 
awful for Javon. After being 
on his own and not having to 
deal with people, it was really 
hard to get him to engage 
again. He was shutting down 
with the outside world and I 
thought he might be 
suffering from depression 
because he was shutting 
down so much. I had a 
terrible feeling he was going 
to say he didn’t want to go 
on Free to Be, but when I told 
him, he lit up and came home 
full of stories. The time with 
you really gave him amazing 
memories. 

- Javon’s Mum

“

”
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After weeks of risk assessment, contingency planning and problem solving, it 
was a real honour to be able to offer 163 much needed 5 day residentials for 
children whose already challenging lives had been turned upside down by the 
pandemic. As always, places were provided entirely free of charge to families, 
with children collected from and returned to their front doors, removing the 
financial and practical barriers which would otherwise prevent many from taking part. We were 
grateful to receive funding from a number of local councils through their Holiday Activities and Food 
(HAF) programmes, in recognition of the healthy food and enriching activities our projects provide. 
This year, as well as well as supporting children from Greater London, we successfully piloted our first 
ever project in a different city, supporting children from Birmingham with a project in the Peak District. 
Having received excellent feedback, we plan to build on this pilot in 2022 and beyond.  

Activities on Gateway Projects included: kayaking and canoeing adventures, pony trekking, animal 
care and bottle feeding calves at the farm, paddling and sandcastle making at the beach, tree top 
high ropes courses, hilltop hide and seek, campfire cooking, torch-lit night walks, treasure hunts and 
den building in the woods. 

Case study: Alia (11) had an extremely difficult time during the 2021 Covid lockdown. Her home situation 
was chaotic and on multiple occasions she witnessed serious domestic abuse, with police raiding the house to 
remove her father. She spent the entire period alone in her room and, when she felt particularly low, she 
took a carving knife from the kitchen to cut herself with. She told a teacher that she felt completely isolated, 
had no friends, and blamed herself for being different to other children, but when her father found out, he 
threatened that he would start drinking again if she continued to talk to adults and that it would be her 
fault. School involved Social Services and  Alia’s contact with her father was limited, but she continued to 
believe she was worth extremely little, and had no hope of making friends or of feeling happy. 

School referred Alia to Free to Be to help restore her faith in herself. When she arrived on our residential, 
she was very nervous and worried that she wouldn’t fit in. Her body language was small and stooped, almost 
as if she was trying to fade away. We’d carefully chosen which group she would be in, matching her with 
girls we thought she’d get along with, and two gentle, caring group leaders who took the time to get to 
know her by doing the things she felt comfortable with – art and feeding the animals. As the week 
progressed, we saw Alia literally unfold herself. With careful support she made friends, and lit up as a result. 

Thrive Outside: Gateway Residentials
I’m proud of doing cooking 
at Free to Be. I normally 
don’t do that at home, I just 
stay upstairs. Yesterday, we 
made fajitas and all of us 
were helping each other 
and the helpers showed me 
how to cut vegetables. 

- Jack, 10

“

”

http://www.freetobekids.org.uk


www.freetobekids.org.uk Impact Report 2021 

Her gentle, caring side came out, and she discovered she had a talent for 
recognising others who were having a hard time, and knowing just what to 
say. She pushed herself to try activities she felt nervous about – camping 
out overnight for the first time, and learning to swim in the deep end. She 
felt proud of herself instead of ashamed, and discovered a sense of 
belonging. 

School and home are very difficult places for Alia, and the chance of a 
fresh start in a nurturing environment was crucial in helping her re-discover 
who she really is. Our high adult to child ratio of 1:2 meant we could 
carefully scaffold the experience for her, creating tailored opportunities to 
make friends, feel successful, and overcome challenges. Rather than being 
in a large group and having to manage situations she found overwhelming, 
she was in a group of 4 girls, with 2 adults. Our experience in working with 
children from complex backgrounds meant we were able to support her 
group volunteers to offer the emotional support Alia needed in order to feel 
safe enough to risk exploring new social relationships. Alia benefitted 
immensely from the experience, proudly telling her Mum how she’d made a 
friend.  

We’ll be continuing to support Alia in 2022-23 through our Journey Programme, where she’ll return on four 
specially designed small group residentials over the year, helping her build on the progress she’s already 
made. We look forward to seeing all she can achieve as her belief in herself grows.

Children told us: 

“The reason all of us get taken to Free to Be is because normally maybe we don’t get to go outside much, but 
even if we could go out by ourselves, I’d still prefer Free to Be because it’s much more fun. You’re with new 
people. Today we all worked together in a big group to get through the obstacle course.” - Joseph, 10 

“The adults here know if you need help and they tell you if you’ve done something well. They’re always caring, 
very kind and make sure everyone is safe.” - Luna, 9 

“I’m proud of myself on this Free to Be trip because I’ve really tried my best. We did a zip wire in the dark. I was 
worried I wouldn’t be able to see where to stop, but I did it and it was really, really fun - like flying! It felt good 
to accomplish it.” Omar, 12 

There is something very special 
about Free to Be - it is far greater 
than the sum of its parts, and this 
visibly translates into impact. The 
staff team lead by example in 
their commitment to caring 
deeply about every individual 
involved with the projects - young 
people and volunteers. I was 
struck by the way in which Free to 
Be’s ethos combines practicality 
with ambition for what can be 
achieved for and by the young 
people in its care, and this shone 
through every aspect of the 
project. 

- Caitlin, Volunteer”

“
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For a significant cohort of older children, we know that challenges at  
home and school are further compounded by the fact that they and their 
family’s engagement with traditional support interventions through social 
services, CAMHS and schools is limited or often leads to little change.  
Despite this, many engage deeply and powerfully with our projects. 

Journey Projects build on this by providing a year’s worth of support in the 
form of four intensive, small group residentials. These retain the sense of fun, 
nurture and belonging that so deeply resonate with the young people, whilst 
incorporating a range of more overt work to build confidence and problem-solving skills. The projects also 
create powerful opportunities to support young people individually in identifying and working on areas of 
challenge within their thinking about themselves and relationships with others. The projects provide time for 
self-reflection and facilitated group conversations (both about issues impacting young people's lives and their 
own strengths, challenges and ways to support each other). Extended challenge activities stretch young 
people’s perceptions of what they can achieve, and daily 'Honours Councils', provide opportunities to feed back 
on the skills and qualities they witness in others. This combination allows groups to create a powerful sense of 
trust and a safe space within which to share authentic feelings about strengths and weaknesses.  

Impact and evaluation measurement with our most recently completed Journey Project cohorts showed: 

100% of young people felt the projects had helped them in meaningful ways, like building confidence and 
belief in themselves/what they could achieve. Others noted facing their fears and getting in trouble less. 
100% of referrers/parents reported that the projects led to the young person believing they could achieve 
more from life than they had thought beforehand. 
100% of referrers/parents reported the young person was now more able to manage when things go wrong. 
100% of young people reported they were more likely to engage in other professional helping relationships 
(e.g. with social workers, school etc) after our Journey Projects. 
92% of referrers stated that, from programme start to programme end, the young person’s risk had lowered 
in at least two key areas, with the majority rating risk as having lowered in 5 or 6 key areas. 
On average, young people saw over a 4 point increase on the Rosenberg self-esteem scale and over a 3 
point increase on the Wignild and Young resilience scale (measured start vs end of programme). 

Thrive Outside: Journey Projects
The Journey Projects really help 
me. I like just talking to the 
adults, because they help me a 
lot. We go on adventures where 
we have to work as a team and 
stuff. It helps me to get my 
problems away from my mind 
and feel better about my 
worries. I always know that I 
can get help here if I need it. 

- Aaron, 15

“

”
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Two new Journey Project cohorts, between them containing 14 young people, aged 12 to 15, began their 
programmes with us in July. Both groups completed second projects with us in October, with support 
continuing into 2022.  

Activities so far have included: an all day canoe expedition along the river Medway, working as a team to 
sail Tall Ships from Portsmouth to the Isle of Wight and back, bird of prey handling and flying, testing 
balance and nerves on open water obstacle courses and team based aerial ropes challenges. 

Case Study: We've supported Aimee since 2018, when she was referred to us by her primary school following 
her mum’s death. The bereavement led to a serious deterioration in her dad’s mental health, leaving him 
unable to properly care for Aimee and the family becoming homeless. Throughout much of our time working 
with Aimee, she and her father have been housed in a tiny bedsit within a homeless hostel. Aimee worries 
about many of the other people living in the building, some of whom can be volatile and intimidating, and 
hates having to use the communal kitchen and bathroom facilities. She struggles with anxiety, which causes 
her to shut down and become unable to speak when she feels worried and leads to challenges around eating. 

We've provided in-depth support to Aimee over the years. She has attended a number of residentials to boost 
her confidence and widen her horizons, worked one to one with a mentor to ensure she had a space to talk, 
and received online and face to face support throughout the pandemic, when her living situation was even 
more isolating than usual. In July, she attended her first Journey Project and is now halfway through the 
programme. Placed in a group with 4 other girls, she has thrived on having time together with them and our 
volunteers to discuss issues and to provide mutual support. Drawing on her resilience and the support of 
others, Aimee has stretched herself on each trip. She kept paddling, despite being exhausted on our canoeing 
expedition and found the courage to stand on deck and hoist the sail on a rocky boat at sea. 

Throughout the projects, Aimee has struggled with the idea of eating communally. We have supported her to 
help us plan menus which include foods she knows she likes and worked with her to create strategies to 
manage her anxieties. She is getting better at communicating and problem solving situations before they feel 
overwhelming and trusts us to help her find solutions. Where previously she would have shut down completely 
at any mention of food, she’s now able to verbalise worries and think with us about the best ways to move 
forward. On the last project Aimee took the lead in running a cooking session for a small group of other young 
people, producing delicious homemade waffles and fruit salad. She beamed with pride at her achievement. 

http://www.freetobekids.org.uk
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Our mentoring programme pairs children and volunteers who have already 
built trust on our residentials to spend regular time together on a weekly  
or fortnightly basis, generally for 12 months or more. Over that time,  
pairs work on particular social and emotional goals, which they set 
together, with input from parents and referrers. Building on a shared 
experience of our residentials ensures common ground from the beginning,  
overcoming many of the difficulties which lead to pairing breakdown in 
more traditional mentoring models. Over 2021, our mentors have worked 
flexibly, with sessions happening online during lockdown periods and then 
reverting to carefully risk assessed in person sessions when restrictions 
allow. Ten volunteer mentors have, between them, provided 
approximately 320 hours of tailored one to one support through the programme this year. 

Activities undertaken by mentor pairs this year have included: music & dance lessons, trampolining, 
museum visits, bike rides, ice skating, theatre trips, tasting food from all over the world and theme park visits. 

Case study: Shona was first referred to Free to Be by her primary school when she was 11. They were 
concerned about the impact of historic domestic abuse on her confidence and mental health and told us that 
she struggled with friendships due to her anxiety. Now 15, she has worked with us for the past 4 years, finding 
a sense of belonging and a group of close friends through our projects. Shona still struggles with anxiety, 
worrying about social situations in a way that impacts significantly on her daily life. She struggles to relax and 
often complains of headaches and stomach problems. We matched Shona with one of our volunteers who she 
knew well from our residentials after she asked for our help to make “the world feel safer”. They meet weekly 
to try activities which stretch Shona’s comfort zone and help her overcome the anxieties that hold her back. 
When Shona became worried about whether she’d manage to eat the seafood dish that she wanted to try at 
an Italian restaurant, her mentor patiently helped her to reality check by thinking through what the worst case 
outcome could be. Shona decided to give it a go, and discovered that she loves prawns! She was elated that 
she had not allowed her anxiety to rule her decision making and is now working with her mentor to plan an ice 
skating trip - another activity she is desperate to try but has felt too scared to do before. 

Thrive Mentoring Jenna sees her mentor as like a 
big sister. She’s much closer in 
terms of interests and 
experience than I or her dad 
are and they have lots in 
common. It really helps that 
Lucy has got to know us so well 
and understands the problems 
we’re dealing with. That way, 
when Jenna needs to talk 
about what’s bothering her, she 
can do and Lucy just listens 
and she understands. 

- Jenna’s Mum .        

“

”
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Young Leaders’ Programme
Our Young Leaders’ Programme supports teenagers who have previously attended 
Free to Be as children to return as young volunteers with us on residentials, 
providing inspirational role modelling to the children we work with. Over 2021, our 
team of talented, hard working Young Leaders provided over 900 hours of 
support between them. For most, this is their first experience of volunteering. 
Young Leaders tell us that the challenge, sense of belonging and acceptance they 
find in being afforded trust and responsibility on our projects builds confidence, develops new skills and provides 
concentrated time out of London during the summer with a pool of adults who believe in them. 

In April, thanks to generous hosting from Alleyn’s School, we adapted our residential Young Leaders’ Training 
and Assessment project to take the form of a Covid-safe multi day programme. Five new Young Leaders took 
part in training sessions designed to develop their existing strengths in teamwork, problem solving and staying 
calm under pressure, as well as exploring new areas of knowledge, such as risk assessment, child protection and 
managing professional boundaries. We were hugely impressed with all of them and welcomed them to our team 
in time for summer projects. Our Young Leaders also joined us in October in the Eden Valley, Kent for a 
residential training and thank you weekend to celebrate all that they contribute to our work. 

Case Study: Jordan is 16 and has been excluded from three different secondary schools. He’s often labelled as 
disruptive and defiant by teachers. Multiple referrals have been made to Social Services about him and his 
siblings over his life to date, primarily due to concerns around his older brother’s drug use, violence in the family 
home and worries that several of his siblings are involved in county lines drug running. Jordan is incredibly 
bright and capable, with great charisma and leadership skills. Ever since we met him at age 11, we’ve seen his 
potential to support younger children and understand challenging behaviour. Despite never being given any 
form of responsibility before in school or college, Jordan thrived as a Young Leader from his first project, 
wowing the adult volunteers with his ability to empathise with and support children, even in the most difficult 
moments. He revels in the fact that he is trusted to make a genuine difference whilst with us and lights up as he 
sees, and is consistently told, how talented he is - a new experience for him. Since returning from our projects 
this summer, Jordan has got a part time job at his local youth centre.

Being a Young Leader is 
the most amazing 
opportunity I’ve ever been 
given, because it allows me 
to help vulnerable children 
and to let them know 
they’re not alone. 

- Tammy, 15
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What others say about our impact: 

“What you offer is absolutely invaluable. I can’t tell 
you, honestly, the joy I had when the three children I 
referred were invited on the project. You made such a 
difference to them. Because of what was going on in 
their home lives, they desperately needed that 
respite to remove them from where they were and 
help them see that actually life can be different - to 
show them what’s out there and what they can aspire 
to as well.” Head Teacher, Birmingham 

“We really trust Free to Be - you’re always so 
thorough and organised and so it feels really safe to 
send our vulnerable children to you. The feedback 
from the kids and their parents is always amazing. 
Every kid who goes away with you wants to go again 
and again and again.” Deputy Head, London  

The project has significant impact for the children 
who attend -  you carefully and with great sensitivity 
scaffold the right support around each child.  It was 
clear there is growing need for this project and with 
additional funding, you will be able to reach more 
children and young people.” BBC Children in Need 

Our Impact

Referrers describe our projects as benefitting young 
people's education, emotional health and capacity to 
fulfil their potential. Feedback from schools shows 
every year that the opportunities we provide 
translate into observable improvements in confidence 
and self-belief in the classroom, and that this is still 
the case when measured at the end of the term after 
children have attended.  

Demand for places has grown more than ever due to 
Covid-19. Even before this marked increase, referrers 
consistently told us that they need much more of 
what Free to Be can offer. In our (pre-pandemic) 
survey, schools, on average, asked for three to four 
times the number of places we can currently offer 
them. We suspect this number will now have 
increased significantly. Over the course of the 
pandemic, schools and social workers have repeatedly 
told us that they are witnessing an increase in acute 
need amongst the children they support. This is 
mirrored in the complexity of cases and level of 
trauma we are reading about in referral forms. 
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Our Reach

6%
14%

3%

12%

2%
61%

2%

Housing Associations
Primary Schools
Family Self Referrals
Secondary Schools
Family Support Charities
Children's Social Care
SEMH Schools/Pupil Referral Units

Referrals over 2021 came from the following 
organisation types:

Free to Be gives Jessie the freedom to be 
a child herself, doing things that kids do 
rather than stuff that I can manage. It 
matters - it gives her that space and time 
just to be a child which I think is missing 
quite a lot from her life otherwise, really. 

- Jessie’s Grandad
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Our biggest organisational achievement this year has undoubtedly been  
the resumption of our core services as Covid restrictions have eased. This 
has paved the way for our growth plans over the coming years, which are 
needed more than ever due to the impact of the pandemic on young 
people’s mental health and wellbeing.  

Outside of project planning and Covid problem solving, our work has 
focused on preparing the ground to allow us to scale. This has included a 
move to a bigger office space within a busy community centre, a big jump  
in volunteer numbers, with over 400 now registered with us, a successful 
pilot of our work in Birmingham and a plan to double our staff team from  
3 to 6 by mid 2022. In June, we appointed Karl Brolly as a Senior Youth 
Worker to provide increased ongoing support to our children with complex 
needs. He will launch our new Saturday programme in early 2022. In July, Bee Whittaker joined as Volunteering 
Lead. Both Bee and Karl have brought a huge amount to the team, with both now routinely leading residentials 
independently, allowing us to significantly grow our capacity. In June, we supported a 6 month Youth Work 
Assistant placement through the government’s Kickstart Scheme. As the year ends, we are advertising for an 
Operations Manager and an Operations Coordinator to join us in Spring 2022. Between them, these two staff 
members will take on much of the day to day logistics of organising residential projects, freeing up our 
Leadership Team to concentrate on the charity’s future development plans and the vital fundraising that will be 
needed to underpin these. Our Trustee board too has been focusing on growth, completing a skills audit over 
the second half of the year aimed at ensuring that we continue to have excellent governance and the right 
skills in place to support growth. In turn, this will lead to the appointment of four additional Trustees in 2022. 

Operationally, our new minibus, generously donated by the Newton Foundation, allows us to run more projects 
without the need to hire vehicles. It saw its first outings in April and has been heavily used since, with Danny, 
one of our volunteers, even dressing as it to complete the London Marathon in October! Our bespoke database 
to manage volunteer and child records is now entering testing phase and will be ready in the new year.

Photos, Clockwise from top left: 1. Our new minibus, generously funded by the Newton Foundation, 2. Our new home, Living Space, Waterloo, 3. Helin, who joined us as a 
Youth Work Assistant as part of the Kickstart Scheme, 4 & 5. Karl and Bee, our new staff members, 6. Enjoying the beach on one of our newly resumed residentials this 
July, 7. Pilot in Birmingham, 8. Danny completes the London Marathon dressed as the Free to Be minibus.

Organisational Achievements
I have felt valued and supported 
as a volunteer. The structure of 
the projects gives me as much of 
an opportunity to grow and 
develop in a safe environment as 
the young people. I look forward 
to the time I spend on the projects 
immensely and have 
recommended Free to Be far and 
wide - it's inspiring to be part of a 
charity which is so motivated to 
grow its scale and impact, all 
whilst retaining focus on the 
individual young people and their 
specific needs.  

- India, Volunteer”
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The future and how you can help
In 2017, 1 in every 9 young people (age 5-16) had a mental health disorder. 
By July 2020, this had increased to 1 in 6 (Mental Health of Children & 
Young People in England Survey). We’ve seen the direct impact of this and 
witnessed the profound effect of the pandemic on already extremely 
vulnerable families. There is more need for our work than ever before.  

To better respond to this increasing demand, our 3 year strategic plan 
involves: 
• Securing multi-year, consistent funding to support project growth and  
   the necessary increase in staffing capacity that this entails. 
• Increasing numbers of project and office-based volunteers. 
• Growing awareness of our work to reach a wider supporter base. 
• Acquiring a permanent base for our residentials, allowing us to maximise 

efficiency and better manage logistics, by moving away from our ‘pop up’ model which currently involves 18 
different venues per year. 

To help us reach more children like those featured in this report, we need your support. Can you or 
anyone in your network help by: 
• Providing multi-year grant funding 
• Nominating us as your workplace’s charity of the year 
• Committing to a regular monthly donation 
• Introducing us to contacts who may consider a significant gift towards our work 
• Offering pro bono expertise in any of the following areas: land and property acquisition, digital marketing, 

graphic design, photography and film, fundraising 
• Donating free goods or services to reduce our spend on printing, postage, fuel, vehicle hire and maintenance 
• Volunteering on projects or linking us to those in your network who might be interested in doing this 
If so, please contact us at hello@freetobekids.org.uk

Free to Be is a fantastic resource 
for us as a school and I wish we 
could send so many more 
children. We always refer the 
maximum number, but there’s 
another hundred children at 
least that we could send to you 
who would benefit so much from 
the opportunity. What they’d 
gain from getting away from 
home and having all those 
opportunities for support and 
socialising would be phenomenal 
for them. 

- Assistant Head, London

“

”

http://www.freetobekids.org.uk


www.freetobekids.org.uk Impact Report 2021 

Supporters

The heroes at Attic Self Storage help us with logistics in all sorts of ways - we couldn’t run 
our projects without them! They generously look after our equipment and minibus between 
projects and act as a gift drop off point for our annual Christmas campaign.

Booker have loyally supported our work since the outset, providing annual donations of 
food to allow us to cook healthy, home cooked meals for the children on our residentials.

101 Architechture+Design have been loyal friends of Free to Be since our inception. They 
continue to donate generously towards our work.

Higson Consulting, lead by their CEO, our amazing volunteer Augusta, donate generously 
towards our work and are also the lead sponsor and key organisers of our first ever 
celebration event, postponed by Covid but now taking place in May 2022.

The team at Newton Europe, including our wonderful long-term volunteer, Charlie De 
Cock, who funded our minibus and continue to support us with generous donations.

Jacobs generously funded our work this year through their Collectively programme. Huge 
thanks to everyone there and especially our amazing volunteer, Emma Staveley who 
nominated us for funding.

Our work this year wouldn't have been possible without the kindness and support of large numbers of 
individuals, groups and organisations. There are far too many to list here, but to all those who donated 
their birthday money, added us to their wedding gift lists, hosted cake sales, helped sort and carry 
equipment, wrote letters or helped in any other way, we’d like to say a huge, very heartfelt THANK YOU. 

A extra-special thank you to those long term donors who give via standing order every month of the year 
– your donations are some of the most important to us, thanks to the financial stability they provide.

Special thanks also to:  
The Turville Trust who so generously hosted our children and volunteers for a residential this summer; Rita and the 
Gaveston Hall crew for welcoming us back; Martin Lewis and all at Sydenham Golf Club where we were the 
Captain’s Charity this year; our Be More donors: Matthew Newton, Caoilfhionn Buckley, Tommy Purkis, and 
Aoibhin O’Hare; Artist Rachel Jones for donating proceeds from one of her events to support our work; the Global 
Research Team at HSBC for continuing to fundraise on our behalf; Alleyns College, who hosted our Young Leader 
training project; Matt Mugan for building a smoothie bike for our children’s cooking sessions; The Childhood Trust 
and all who donated to us during the Big Give week in June; The Level Collective for their Black Friday donation 
campaign; all who bought gifts, made donations or gave food vouchers to our Christmas Campaign, and everyone 
who has helped us with free and discounted products, services and donations this year.

Some truly phenomenal runners and cyclists donated the sponsorship money from their epic challenges to us this 
year. Huge thanks to: (L-R) Katie Robinson and Sophie Moore who ran the length of Wales - 250 miles, Patrick 
Fryer who cycled 4000 miles around the whole UK mainland coast, Kev Munt for taking on the Dragons Back 
Ultra Marathon and everyone who completed marathons, half marathons and 10k races for us this year.
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We are particularly grateful to the following grant giving bodies and charitable trusts for making our work 
this year possible:  

Grants and Charitable Trusts

The Potterspury Lodge Trust
The Wright Family Foundation

The Jane & Michael Davies Charitable Trust
The Keith Rae Trust
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