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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Executive Summary 
This evaluation report examines the impact and added value of the awards programme managed by 
Firstport in partnership with Scotland UnLtd. 
 
Firstport supports new and emerging social entrepreneurs across Scotland. It works to identify, 
advise, connect, encourage and seed fund new start social entrepreneurs and their social ventures. 
Between March 2009 and September 2011 it has managed funds of more than £1.5 million, 
allocated 265 awards, and in doing so supported 232 aspiring social entrepreneurs. 
 
The evidence presented in this report suggests that Firstport is managing an effective process for 
allocating grant awards and that the development support on offer has been well received by social 
entrepreneurs. The feedback from awardees is generally very positive, with much praise for the 
simple, timely, and accessible nature of the awards programme. 
 
The grant funding awarded by Firstport has been used to bring forward a diversity of projects and 
ventures. The evidence available indicates that social ventures are generally successful in getting off 
the ground. 
 
The survey data gathered shows that the awards programme is generating a range of positive 
personal, economic, and social impacts: 
 
 A personal transformation has occurred for many awardees, who typically feel empowered and 

better equipped to take on the challenge of establishing a social venture 
 The awards have helped to unlock funding and finance from elsewhere and have helped to 

strengthen the trading prospects of emerging social ventures  
 Once up and running, the social ventures established by Firstport awardees tackle a variety of 

pressing social issues; through establishing new services, tackling needs in new ways, and 
creating a wider ‘ripple effect’ in local communities. 

 
The evidence gathered also indicates that the combination of awards and aftercare support to social 
entrepreneurs is adding value. The two-stage grant award is generally effective as catalytic funding 
for social entrepreneurs and the aftercare advice is instrumental in instilling confidence, providing a 
sense of direction, and maintaining focus and momentum. 
 
Board members, partners and funders have generally commented positively on the unique role and 
contribution of Firstport although, as with everything, there appears some scope for development. 
 
The message from this evaluation is therefore one of continued refinement rather than wholesale 
change. The report recommends: extending the reach of Firstport into Scotland’s communities; 
exploring ways to refine the funding model and address the perceived finance gap beyond the 
current Level 2 award; facilitating the development of a more vibrant and supportive ‘community’ of 
social entrepreneurs across Scotland; increasingly working with and through partners where 
possible; and reaffirming the mission of Firstport and agreeing the next phase of the funding streams 
that comprise the current awards programme.  



 

 
 

2 

 
Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Key Firstport awards programmes 
 

 The Scottish Government's Social Entrepreneurs Fund is a £1.5million fund aimed at 
individuals with ideas to start up new social enterprise in Scotland.  

 Scotland Unltd's Millennium Awards Trust is part of UnLtd's UK wide programme and 

makes awards to social entrepreneurs who want to improve society. 

Firstport’s core purpose 
 
To find, support and 
encourage individuals in the 
establishment of new social 

enterprise in Scotland. 

1. About this evaluation  
This evaluation report examines the impact and added value of the awards 
programme managed by Firstport in partnership with Scotland UnLtd. 

Firstport supports new and emerging social entrepreneurs across Scotland. It works to 
identify, advise, connect, encourage and seed fund new 
start social entrepreneurs and their social ventures. 

Firstport provides a package of support and resources 
including funding, advice and practical tools. 

 Firstport Funding offers a range of funds to help 
turn ideas into reality. In partnership with Scotland 
UnLtd a joint awards programme offers funds to new 
start-up ventures focused on delivering social or environmental benefits to people and 
communities. 

 Firstport Business Support provides free one-to-one and workshop based advice to 
new start social entrepreneurs and enterprises, together with a telephone and web 
based enquiry service. It now leads on the support to new start entrepreneurs/ 
enterprises in the national Just Enterprise programme. 

Firstport manages two main funding programmes with partners Scotland UnLtd1; the Social 

Entrepreneurs Fund and Millennium Awards Trust.  

 

 

 

 

 

Firstport also manages other funds on behalf of partners. The Better Net Awards is a Fund 
from the Nominet Trust to provide individuals with funding and support to improve and 
encourage the development of a safe, educational and inclusive Internet. Likewise, 4ip is an 
innovation fund created by Channel 4, to stimulate public service digital media in the UK.   

                                                      
1
 Scotland UnLtd operates as a distinct organisation that is part of the UnLtd family of charities in the UK, but one that 

shares a common chairperson and operates a joint awards programme with Firstport. The Millenium Awards Trust 
programme and management of the Scotland UnLtd team is provided by Firstport under agreement to UnLtd. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

The focus on this evaluation 
 

This evaluation focuses on: 
 

 The effectiveness of Firstport’s 
support for social entrepreneurs  

 The social and economic impact of 
its awards since 2009 

 The effectiveness of the different 
funding products 

 Any gaps in support or unmet needs 
evident. 

 

Each distinct Fund is managed as an integrated awards programme, with a single point of 
entry point for applications and common support arrangements for awardees, but with 
slightly separate administrative and 
decision-making making processes. 
Individuals can apply for grant awards of up 
to £5,000 (Level 1) or up to £20,000 (Level 
2) under the awards programme.   

This evaluation research originates from 
Firstport’s commitment to ensure that it 
remains a listening and learning 
organisation. The evaluation was 
commissioned to inform the next phase of 
Firstport’s development. 

The evaluation was conducted during 
October and November 2011. 

This report has been compiled on the basis of documented evidence from Firstport and on 
the views of a variety of important stakeholders, including awardees themselves. 

 Data from Firstport has been compiled to provide a detailed picture of the progress, 
performance and satisfaction attached to the awards programme for the period March 
2009 to the end of September 2011. 

 The reflections of Firstport directors, staff, funders, and partners have been included, 
based on 18 semi-structured interviews. 

 Evidence from 116 of the 232 social entrepreneurs supported by Firstport between 
March 2009 and September 2011 is presented, based on an online survey of awardees 
(a response rate of 50%). 

 Semi-structured case study interviews with 10 awardees that have gone on to establish 
social ventures (case study profiles are provided as an Appendix to this document). 

The Evaluation Report that follows is structured in a way that is intended to answer some of 
the main questions relating to the impact and added value of the Firstport awards. 
Recommendations are also provided to help guide the development of Firstport and its 
awards programme.  
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 2.1 
Quarterly Trend in SEF Website Hits  
 

 
 

Source: Firstport monitoring data, November 2011 

2. What awards have been made? 
Between March 2009 and September 2011 Firstport has managed funds of 
more than £1.5 million, allocated 265 awards, and in doing so supported 
232 aspiring social entrepreneurs from a variety of backgrounds.  

Enquiries 

The awards programme managed by Firstport has given rise to a healthy level of interest 
from aspiring social entrepreneurs. 

Often awardees become aware of Firstport through word of mouth, with interest typically 
directed first at the Firstport websites (a main website and Social Entrepreneurs Fund site) 
and then via email or telephone enquiry. Our case study interviews suggest that at this stage 
social entrepreneurs are often unsure of how to turn their idea into reality and of the 
assistance that will be required from Firstport to do so.  

The reasonably high level of interest is 
best illustrated by looking at the Social 
Entrepreneurs Fund, which opened in 
March 2009. 

 The Social Entrepreneurs Fund 
website has received an average 
of 1,985 hits per quarter and 
interest has remained reasonably 
constant (Figure 2.1 presents the 
trend). 

 Firstport receives between 115 and 
150 enquires per quarter regarding 
the Social Entrepreneurs Fund. In 
the latest quarter (July to 
September 2011) a total of 140 
enquiries were received.  

This level of interest and enquiry seems to reflect a generally high level of interest in social 
entrepreneurship and social enterprise formation in Scotland. For example, the Big Lottery in 
Scotland indicates a small but continuing stream of requests for grant funding from 
individuals ineligible for Lottery support. Early feedback from Just Enterprise highlights a 
higher than anticipated level of demand for assistance from start-up social enterprises. 

Conversion 

Interest is converted into demand for support from the awards programme, and this demand 
continues to outstrip the funds available for distribution. Figure 2.2 illustrates the conversion 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 2.3 
Monthly Trend in Approvals  
 

 
Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

Figure 2.2 
From Application to Award (Since March 2009)  
 

  
 

Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

of applications into awards since March 2009. On average 23 applications have been 
submitted each month over the period (714 applications in total). 

 Prior to applying, most social 
entrepreneurs had explored other 
funding options (66%), applied 
elsewhere (31%), or secured 

funding elsewhere (27%)2. 

 Just over one in three applications 
(37%) are ultimately successful in 
going on to receive an award.  

 Many applications are deemed 
ineligible at an early stage (17%) or 
are subsequently withdrawn at 
some point in the process (11%). 

 Around half of all applications are 
rejected (49%), often at an early 
stage in the application process .  

With the Social Entrepreneurs Fund 
element of the awards programme now 
fully allocated and no successor programme yet announced for 2012, competition for awards 
from Firstport is set to get more intense. This highlights the underlying challenge for Firstport 
in managing applicant expectations and the pipeline of Level 1 and Level 2 awards. 

Approvals  

Between March 2009 and September, a total of 265 awards have been approved (an 
average of almost 9 per month). Figure 2.3 presents the trend in approvals during the period. 

 

 

                                                      
2
 Based on 114 responses from the Social Value Lab Survey of Awardees, November 2011 

714 APPLICATIONS 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 2.4 
Age of the Social Entrepreneurs Assisted  
 

 
Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

The absence of decision-making panels in August and December means that the flow of 
approvals over the year is somewhat uneven. 

Awardees 

Since March 2009, Firstport has allocated awards to 232 social entrepreneurs. The social 
entrepreneurs that have received awards are a reasonably diverse bunch. 

 There is a fairly even split between 
male (48%) and female (52%) 
awardees.  

 The largest group of awardees 
(38% of all) are aged between 36-
49 years (see Figure 2.4 for 
details). 

 Awardees tend to be reasonably 
well educated and from 
professional backgrounds – 43% 
have a degree level qualification, 
while less than 1% have no formal 
qualifications. 

 More than 1 in 10 awardees go on to access more than one award (28 entrepreneurs or 
12% of all), usually making the step up from a Level 1 to a Level 2 award. 

 Social entrepreneurs from every local authority area have now received awards, 
although there is a strong concentration of awardees from the urban central belt of 
Scotland (33% are from either Edinburgh and Glasgow alone). 

The Firstport staff team have confirmed the ongoing challenge in reaching out to awardees 
in communities across Scotland. With limited staff numbers, particular difficulties have been 
noted in engaging with residents from deprived areas (often with lower levels of educational 
attainment) and in generating successful awards from North East Scotland.  

Awards 

Since March 2009 Firstport has allocated approximately £1.54 million by way of 265 

separate grant awards3. 

 The bulk of awards (74%) occur at Level 1 (up to £5,000) as very early stage seedcorn 
grant funding (see Figure 2.5 for details). 

                                                      
3
 A very small number of awards are suspended or withdrawn 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 2.6 
Sectors of Activity 
 

 
Note: Indicates primary purpose of each social venture 

Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

Figure 2.5 
Award Levels 
 

 
Note: Level 0 awards (< £500) are no longer allocated 

Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

 Most awards are relatively small in scale, with two-thirds (68% of all) falling within the 
£2,000-£5,000 range, and one-third 
(34%) are of less than £3,000. The 
average award size across the 
programme has been £5,805.  

 The majority of awards (65%) have 
been made through the Social 
Entrepreneurs Fund, with the remainder 
largely via Scotland UnLtd’s Millenium 

Awards Trust fund4. 

Our case study interviews have shown how 
social entrepreneurs can use very small 
awards inventively, and how these funds can go far and have an important catalytic effect 
(discussed in more detail later). 

Focus and use of awards 

The grant funding awarded by 
Firstport has been used to bring 
forward a diversity of projects and 
ventures. 

 The awards have been used to 
support the establishment of 
new trading entities – 28% of 
awards (typically Level 1 
awards) are used, at least in 
part, to set up a new company 

structure5. 

 The ventures being developed 
operate in a variety of sectors, 
from transport to catering (with 
a particular focus on health, the 
environment, employability and 
the arts). Figure 2.6 provides a 
breakdown. 

 The Level 2 awards have been used primarily to cover living expenses as the social 
entrepreneur makes a phased transition to working full-time on their social venture over 
the course of a year or more. 

                                                      
4
 Of the total of 265 awards, 4 were also made through the Nominet Fund and 3 through the 4IP Fund 

5
 Based on monitoring data from a sample of 36 completed awards 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 2.7 
Progress of the Ventures at November 2011 

 
Note: Based 112 responses 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

Progress of the ventures  

The evidence available for this latest period of the awards programme indicates that the 
majority of social ventures are successful in getting off the ground.  

 Most of the awards have been used as 
planned. Of the 265 awards made, only 
12 did not go on to spend their grant 

and only one was re-profiled6. 

 Most of the original ideas/concepts put 
forward in applications have already 
developed into fully fledged social 
ventures. Over half (57%) are now in 
full operation (see Figure 2.7 for 
details). 

 Around 1 in 20 ideas, however, have 
not worked out as planned at this stage, 
with awardees reporting that the 
commercial viability of their initial concept could not be demonstrated or that early plans 
subsequently fell through or could not be fully realised. 

 By the end of award period, almost four in five awardees have established a separate 
‘legal personality’ for their venture, most commonly a Company Ltd by Guarantee or 

Community Interest Company7. 

This progress is encouraging given the relatively small size of grant awards made and period 
at which this evaluation comes (the awards programme is still open and many social 
entrepreneurs have only received their grant award in recent months).  

Our case studies have shown that it can take between two and three years to fully develop 
and test a new social venture; getting it to a stage where it is ready to move to scale. Prior to 
this, ventures tend to be relatively fragile, and often struggle to survive. 

 

  

                                                      
6
 Source: Firstport monitoring data, October 2011 

7
 Based on feedback in relation to 67 completed awards 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 3.1 
Social Entrepreneurs Fund Application Process         
 

 
Notes 
- % relates to applicants who ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ with statements 
- Based on responses from 44 applicants 
Source: Scottish Government, Evaluation of Third Sector Investment and 

Support, 2010 

3. Is support from Firstport effective? 
The evidence suggests that Firstport is managing an effective process for 
allocating grant awards and that the development support on offer has been 
well received by social entrepreneurs. 

Administering the awards 

On the whole, the awards programme appears to be administered in a highly effective 

manner by Firstport8.  

The grant-making processes are based on the ‘tried-and-tested’ UnLtd awards model, and 
has been further strengthened 
over the last two years by 
Firstport. 

 The distinct funds are 
managed in an integrated 
way, although separate 
databases, administration 
and decision-making 
requirements attached to 
each Fund are a necessary 
but unhelpful complication. 

 The 6-8 week turnaround 
time for decisions is 
appropriate and appears to 
be adhered.  

 Decision-making processes 
appear appropriate, with 
board members taking a very 
active role in appraising and 
making awards at all Levels. 

 Customer satisfaction is generally high as evidenced by the recent evaluation of Social 
Entrepreneurs Fund (see Figure 3.1 for details). 

The feedback evident across the awards programme is generally very positive, with much 
praise for the simple, timely, and accessible nature of the awards programme. 

                                                      
8
 It should be noted that it was beyond the scope of this review to make an assessment of the cost effectiveness and 

value for money associated with Firstport’s management of the awards programme 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 3.2 
Influence of Staff on Success  
 

 
Note: Data based on responses from 114 awardees 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

“… Information given to me has been user-friendly and in plain English 
and the content informative and insightful.” 
    Source: Firstport Customer Satisfaction Survey 2011 

Of course there is always room for improvement. The feedback received in the 2011 
customer satisfaction survey has pointed to, for example, the need for: consistency of 
information between advisors; the flexibility to have awards in one instalment rather than on 
a phased basis; and better feedback on unsuccessful applications. 

Support from Development Managers 

Awardees receive ongoing support from Scotland UnLtd Development Managers based 
within Firstport, who are in place to guide and advise awardees pre-application and to 
provide aftercare post-application.  

The evidence available suggests that the Development Managers play an instrumental role 
in the successful delivery of the awards programme. 

 The feedback from our case study interviews indicates strong satisfaction with the input 
of Development Managers, who are typically 
described as ‘knowledgeable’, 
‘approachable’, and ‘supportive’. This is 
supported by other Firstport Customer 
Satisfaction feedback. 

“The staff were friendly and 
knowledgeable. The ‘it can be done’ 
attitude was very encouraging”. 

Source: Firstport Customer Satisfaction 
Survey 2011 

 Our latest survey indicates that the input of 
staff is generally regarded by awardees as a 
very positive influence on the success of their 
venture (see Figure 3.2 for details). 

 The case study interviews have revealed the 
particular importance of the Development 
Managers in instilling confidence, providing a sense of direction, and maintaining focus 
and momentum. Their reassuring presence and role as a ‘critical friend’, together with 
their timely advice and access to resources (checklists, templates, and contacts) were 
considered invaluable by most of the awardees interviewed. 

However, it is clear that the two Development Managers supporting awardees are 
increasingly stretched, with large caseloads, and have limited time to offer the depth or 
duration of aftercare support required by many awardees (particular those with Level 2 
awards). This aftercare is essential in ensuring the quality and impact of ventures that are 
kick-started through the awards programme. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 3.3 
Participants Expressing Full Satisfaction With Firstport Support  
 

 
Notes 
- Based on responses from 106 responses / Excludes awardees that have not received the support 

- Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

Firstport has attempted to make these limited aftercare resources go further by providing 
telephone and group-based advice (rather than visits or meetings), and by supplementing 
this with in-house business advice and pro bono support to awardees.   

Business support for awardees 

Additional group-based and one-to-one business advice is made available to awardees, 
above and beyond the support available from Development Managers.   

Satisfaction with this business development support is generally high across the range of 
interventions. Figure 3.3 provides a breakdown of those awardees that are ‘fully satisfied’ 
with the various forms of support. 

The feedback 
from our 
interviews with 
awardees 
suggests that 
workshops are 
designed for 
small and 
focused 
groups of 
social 
entrepreneurs, 
are responsive 
to needs, and 
that the 
content is 
highly valued. 
However, awardees acknowledge that it can be difficult to find the time to travel to, and 
participate in, the sessions. 

The one-to-one support from business advisors is also valued by awardees and considered 
to be of a high quality. However, there is a suggestion among Firstport staff that the work of 
Development Managers and Business Managers could be more fully integrated around the 
needs of awardees. 

Connecting into other available support 

The support available from Firstport is only one source of advice available to aspiring social 
entrepreneurs. Our most recent survey evidence indicates that most Firstport awardees 
(three-quarters) have also received professional advice/training from other sources to help 
establish, fund or deliver their venture. 

The advice drawn upon by awardees spans mainstream business support (e.g. Business 
Gateway), specialist social enterprise support (e.g. from Just Enterprise consortium 
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“I do my own research 
… I shop around for 
the information I need”. 
 

Source: Case study awardee 

members), professional advisors (e.g. accountants), various networks (e.g. Social Enterprise 
Networks), and informal support from peers. 

Our survey findings show that in most cases (75%) awardees have found the input of 
Firstport helpful in signposting them to other sources of support.  

Our case study interviews suggest that the signposting 
support offered by Firstport accelerates the natural 
inclination of social entrepreneurs to seek out and find 
the support that they need. 

Identified gaps or improvements  

On the whole awardees are very satisfied with the advice and assistance that they receive 
from the staff team based in Firstport. 

Some, however, want more. One-quarter of awardees (28%) have indicated that there is 
some form of advice or support that they would have benefited from but is not offered by 
Firstport. This includes: 

 Help in making sense of the social enterprise scene. Further information would be 
valued that could help make sense of the jargon and make connections with the 
specialist networks and sources of support available to the sector. 

 Specialist topic specific knowledge and tools. For example, using social media to reach 
customers, building websites, protecting intellectual property, gauging Social Return on 
Investment, etc. 

 Access to trusted and affordable professional advisors. In particular, access to advisors 
in specialist areas such as tax, HR, charity law, insurance, trademarks, branding, web 
design, etc.  

 More accessible workshops. Awardees can often struggle to attend seminars and 
workshops held in Glasgow/Edinburgh during working hours and called for a more 
dispersed set of sessions, held at times more convenient to busy social entrepreneurs. 

These suggestions tend to relate to an added depth of support by Firstport (or partners) 
rather than completely new areas of support. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 4.1 
Reported Change in Knowledge 
 

Note: Data based on ‘before and after’ feedback from 67 awardees 

Source: Firstport Outcome Star Monitoring Data, October 2011 

4. What impact does Firstport have? 
The impact data gathered to date suggests that the awards programme 
managed by Firstport is generating a range of positive personal, economic, 
and social impacts. 

Personal development  

The awards programme remains the only source of grant funding designed specifically to 
support the personal journey of social entrepreneurs in Scotland.  

Personal learning and growth is 
an important outcome, as 
reflected in the feedback from the 
‘end of award’ evaluation forms 
completed by awardees. 

 Awardees generally report a 
marked improvement in their 
knowledge of governance, 
leadership, business 
planning operations and 
marketing (see Figure 4.1 for 
details). 

 Awardees frequently report 
stronger skills and 
competences as a result of 
the award and associated 
support, including improved 
confidence (63%), motivation 
(44%), leadership skills 

(35%), negotiation skills (24%), and teamwork (23%)9. 

The case study interviews conducted as part of this evaluation have highlighted the personal 
transformation that has occurred for many awardees, where they now feel empowered and 
have grown into the role of capable and successful social entrepreneur.  

Unlocking funding 

The awards programme is designed to offer very early stage funding that can kick-start the 
formation of a fully funded social venture. The feedback available from awardees suggests 
that it is helping to unlock funding from elsewhere. 

                                                      
9
 Based on feedback from 62 awardees on completion of their period of award 
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Figure 4.3 
Income of Ventures in the Last 12 Months 
 

 
Note: Based 92 responses 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

Figure 4.2 
Sources of Funding Put in Place 
 

Note: Based 105 responses 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

 Our survey reveals that since receiving an award, almost half of the social entrepreneurs 
(49%) have gone on to secure 
funding from elsewhere for 
their venture. 

 Most social entrepreneurs 
(58%) put their own money into 
the venture in some way, 
supplemented by funds from 
friends and family, and other 

forms of grants and loans10 

(See Figure 4.2 for a 
breakdown). 

 Our survey evidence indicates 
that social ventures funded in 
the last two and half years 
have secured an estimated 
£3,249,279 in additional funds to support start-up and the early stages of trading. This 
means that for every £1 of grant funding from Firstport, £2.66 in additional funding has 
already been secured. As ventures mature we would expect this to grow. 

Business success 

Increasingly the focus of Firstport, through the 
Social Entrepreneurs Fund in particular, is on 
establishing successful social enterprise 
activity. The feedback from awardees 
supported since March 2009 has indicated a 
positive impact on trading activity. 

 Based on our sample survey data, and 
excluding the value of awards, the 
ventures have collectively generated a 
total estimated income of £6,503,590 in 
the last 12 months.  

 At this stage the majority are still young, 
small scale social enterprises, with an 
average estimated income of just over 
£28k per venture during the last year. At 
this stage only one in ten is generating more than £50k (see Figure 4.3). 

                                                      
10

 Other sources of funding including Grant-making Trusts and Foundations (e.g. Scottish Community Foundation, 

Robertson Trust, The Rank Foundation, Comic Relief, Voluntary Action Fund); Quangos (e.g. Creative Scotland, 
Transport Scotland, SUSTRANS); Rural development and environmental funds (e.g. LEADER, Climate Challenge 
Fund);  Business sponsorship; and Other specialist social ventures intermediaries (e.g. BRAG, Prince's Trust, Coalfields 
Regeneration Trust, NESTA). 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 4.4 
Average Social Venture With Staff/Volunteers 
 

 
Note: Averages are based on those ventures that have already 
recruited staff (25%) and are supported by volunteers (74%) 
rather than all ventures supported by the awards. 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

 Our survey data indicates that on average 43% of income is generated from trading 
activities (as opposed to grants, gifts, or donations) – a total estimated trading income of 
£2.8m last year – with two in every five ventures generating 50% or more of their income 
from trading.  

 According to the feedback, trading income to the assisted social ventures continues to 
grow, having increased among 52% of ventures in the last 12 months. 

Given these trends, we would expect the level of income from trading to grow over time and 
the financial impact to multiply as ventures are given further time to develop. 

People power 

As social ventures are formed they generate an impact beyond the social entrepreneur, as 
other individuals are brought on board.  

Our awardee survey data is helpful in illustrating the scale and scope of the impact on staff 
and volunteers. Figure 4.4 provides a typical picture of the start-up venture that has got off 
the ground with support from Firstport since March 2009. 

 One-quarter of the ventures started with assistance from the awards programme are 
currently supporting paid 
employees (usually the social 
entrepreneur first). Based on the 
sample survey data, an 
estimated 128 Full Time 
Equivalent (FTE) jobs have so 
far been created by the awards 
made since March 2009.  

 Almost one-third (30%) of the 
social entrepreneurs assisted by 
these recent Firstport awards are 
now drawing an income from 
their venture.  

 With almost three-quarters 
(74%) of the ventures supported 
by voluntary input, the survey 
data indicates that a total of 535 
unpaid voluntary directors and a 
pool of 746 volunteers are actively contributing to the work of the ventures established 
since March 2009. This equates to an estimated 13,654 hours of monthly additional 
voluntary input. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 4.5 
Beneficiary Groups 

 
Note: Indicates primary beneficiary group for each of the 265 ventures supported 

Source: Firstport Database, October 2011 

Wider social impact 

Once up and running, the social ventures established by Firstport awardees tackle a variety 
of pressing social issues.  

The survey evidence from awardees suggests that they reach a large number of people and 
have a social impact across a range of beneficiary groups. 

 The social ventures 
tend to target and 
improve the life of 
particular groups of 
people; young people 
in particular (29% of all 
ventures). Figure 4.5 
presents the details.  

 Extrapolating from the 
survey data, in an 
average month an 
estimated 15,817 
people currently benefit 
from the ventures 
established with the 
support of Firstport 
since March 2009.  

 The data indicates that 
the social ventures 
established through the awards programme have also provided training opportunities to 
an estimated 3,824 people in the last 12 months. 

The case study profiles provided in the Appendix to this report provide a good illustration of 
the breadth of social impact created; through establishing new services, tackling needs in 
new ways, and creating a wider ‘ripple effect’ in local communities.  
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 5.1 
Effects of the Award on Ventures Likely to Have Proceeded 
 

Note: Data based on responses from 68 awardees 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

5. Where does Firstport add value? 
The evidence gathered suggests that the combination of awards and 
aftercare support to social entrepreneurs is adding value and has provided 
a platform for continued social enterprise growth. 

Additionalityof the awards  

In order to understand the true impact of the awards programme we must consider 
additionality, the extent to which something happens as a result of an intervention that would 
not have occurred in its absence. 

In the the majority of cases the awards programme appears to have been instrumental in 
initiating activities and achieving the positive outcomes noted. 

 According to 
awardees, around 
half of the ventures 
(51%) supported by 
the awards 
programme would 
not have proceeded 
at all in the absence 
of the award. 

 In those cases where 
activity is likely to 
have proceeded in 
some form without 
the award, it appears that the award has accelerated progress or had an effect on the 
scale or quality of the ventures (see Figure 5.1 for more detail). 

Our case study interviews have highlighted in particular the effectiveness of Level 1 grants in 
getting new social ventures off the ground. 

 “It was when I got the Level 1 award that then things really got going.” 

                                         Case Study Awardee 

Added value  

A critical design feature of the Firstport/UnLtd model is the mix of grant award and 
aftercare/development support, which in combination seem to provide an important catalyst 
for new social ventures. 



 

 
 

18 

 
Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Figure 5.2 
Comparison of Impact of the Awards vs Staff Support 
 

Note: Data based on responses from 100 awardees 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

The survey data suggests that the awards and advice add value in somewhat different ways. 
Figure 5.2 presents the details. 

 The award itself 
appears 
particularly 
significant in 
strengthening 
long-term 
prospects, 
generating 
social benefits, 
and helping run 
the social 
enterprise. 

 The associated 
aftercare advice 
appears 
particularly 
important in 
clarifying needs, 
improving 
awareness of 
other sources of 
support, and 
building a 
stronger 
business plan.  

Our case study interviews have highlighted the effectiveness of the two-stage award in 
supporting the social entrepreneur’s early journey: 

 The Level 1 award has been used to good effect to refine and test the concept, giving 
the social entrepreneurs a sense of the possibilities as well as a realistic understanding 
of its prospects. 

 The more substantial Level 2 award has afforded the social entrepreneurs time (usually 
by covering basic living expenses) to more fully establish the venture, build up trading 
income, demonstrate its impact, and make the transition to working on it full-time. 

The social entrepreneurs interviewed are supportive of the two-stage awards structure and 
associated advice, which has generally worked well for them. Where improvements have 
been suggested they generally relate to larger and longer term grant awards. 

The interviews also suggest that while it is the availability of a grant award that has provided 
the ‘carrot’ which has encouraged social entrepreneurs to come forward, it is then the 
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Figure 5.3 
Confidence in Future Prospects 
 

 
Note: Data based on responses from 102 awardees 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

aftercare advice and associated support from the Firstport/Scotland UnLtd team that can 
make the difference. As already discussed, awardees have commented on the importance of 
this support in instilling confidence, providing a sense of direction, and maintaining focus and 
momentum. 

Future prospects  

We have found a natural optimism on the part of those social entrepreneurs supported by 
the awards programme. Most of the awardees supported since March 2009 are confident 
about the future prospects of their social venture.  

 The majority of awardees are positive or very positive about future prospects, given the 
early groundwork undertaken with support 
from the award and their progress made to 
date (see Figure 5.3 for details). 

“It’s going from strength to strength, 
and now I am finding more people and 
groups are approaching us rather than 
us approaching them.” 

       Firstport Awardee 

 Many social entrepreneurs, however, are 
still building their social venture in a tough 
economic climate, and recognise that 
prospects are largely dependent on 
uncertain or challenging market conditions. 

“This is still very much the beginning of 
the adventure and everything can 
change on the flip of a coin. As a social 
entrepreneur you are in a very vulnerable position and a sudden and 
unexpected bout of bad weather or ill health can bring your venture 
grinding to a halt.” 

                                          Firstport Awardee 

All of the case study awardees interviewed appear to be approaching the future with relish. 
All are driven be a deep sense of conviction in their venture and a compelling future vision 
for it. This is matched with a fairly pragmatic view about the hard work, endeavour and 
‘bumps’ likely along the way before they can realise their vision. 

Building on the contribution 

So far so good then as far as awardees are concerned, but what support do awardees now 
require to build on and sustain their early achievements? 

The ‘word cloud’ in Figure 5.4 presents the main future support needs identified by awardees 
(the greater prominence given to the words that appear more frequently appeared in the 
feedback from awardees).  
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Figure 5.4 
Forms of Support that Would Make the Biggest Difference Going Forward 
 

 
Note: Word cloud based on responses from 101 awardees 

Source: Social Value Lab Survey, November 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The availability of funding/ finance was identified as the single most important concern of 
awardees. A particular concern was the availability of capital to help scale-up and support 
the ongoing development of social enterprises once they move beyond the Level 2 award.  

Ongoing, solid advice was also reported as highly significant. While the reassuring presence 
of Firstport staff has been considered helpful and important, awardees also require highly 
specialist advice as their venture develops (e.g. tax, marketing, etc.). 

Finally, a recurring theme across our survey feedback and case study interviews was the 
importance of networking opportunities. While awardees recognise the pressures on their 
time, they have also highlighted the significant value they get from meeting like-minded 
social entrepreneurs, sharing knowledge, getting fired up by new ideas, and being part of a 
larger supportive ‘community’ of entrepreneurs. 
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6. Does Firstport retain a clear niche?  
Board members, partners and funders have generally commented positively 
on the unique role and contribution of Firstport although, as with everything, 
there appears some scope for development. 

Focus 

Firstport was established some five years ago with the bold mission of identifying, advising, 
connecting, encouraging and seed funding social entrepreneurs in Scotland. 

The consensus among contributors to this evaluation is that this mission broadly remains the 
right one. However, there is some debate regarding the precise focus of Firstport as its work 
has incrementally extended over time. This plays out at a number of levels. 

Some have commented on the potential for ‘mission drift’. With the introduction of the Social 
Entrepreneurs Fund and associated business development services, the focus is 
increasingly on social enterprise formation.  

Some slight differences of tone and emphasis appear to be emerging with Firstport’s main 
partner UnLtd, which after its recent Product Review is set to place relatively more emphasis 
on: supporting community entrepreneurs regardless of what business model they choose; 
and delegating more authority to staff to make small awards and mobilise local support.  

Even among the board members of Firstport there is a healthy level of debate regarding the 
focus of awards. It is acknowledged that there is a balance to be struck between making 
awards based on an assessment of the individual, their business, and its social impact. The 
priority and weighting associated attached to each criteria is the consideration here. 

That said, the focus of Firstport awards programme in practice has been influenced by the 
two major Funds that it has been invited to manage. While the purpose of the Millennium 
Awards Trust and Social Entrepreneurs Fund contain subtle but important differences, they 
are both focused on meeting the needs of social entrepreneurs and are both compatible with 
the broad mission of Firstport.  

Positioning and performance 

Firstport is a national intermediary, which is part of a quite sophisticated support 
infrastructure for social enterprise. It is also an organisation with a national reach. 

Firstport is widely regarded by contributors as having a clear niche and strong positioning in 
relation to the current support landscape. It remains the only intermediary on the scene 
capable of supporting individuals, which enables it to intervene at an earlier stage than other 
grant-makers and support bodies who are able to support only fully constituted groups. 

On the progress and performance of Firstport in relation to the awards programme, views 
are generally very positive. Firstport is typically regarded as having delivered well and as 
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having played the role of a trusted and effective partner. The partnership with UnLtd in 
particular, although complex, is one built on extremely solid foundations.  

Some contributors, however, have found it difficult to describe the difference that Firstport 
makes or to point to evidence capable of backing up their positive assertions. Going further, 
while the awards programme is generally regarded as an effective tool, there appears to be 
some uncertainty regarding the full range of services on offer from Firstport and how the 
various initiatives (some of which appear to have “come and gone” over time) fit together 
and contribute to its core offering.  

The support available from Firstport is widely acknowledged as playing an important and 
increasingly integrated role in national business support for social enterprise (now as part of 
the Just Enterprise programme). Firstport and partners acknowledge that this has been 
helpful in consolidating and strengthening already productive working relationships although 
there is more to be done in embedding the Firstport offering into Just Enterprise. 

Firstport also appears to have attempted to build its support for social entrepreneurs in the 
‘mainstream’. It has for example, cultivated important relationships with Business Gateway 
and PSYBT, two very important sources of support for entrepreneurs. Partners are 
complementary of the specialist contribution that Firstport can make, but recognise that more 
can be done to promote its specialism as part of regional business support arrangements. 

Awards structure 

The Firstport awards programme is based around the two-Level UnLtd award structure, 
which has subsequently accommodated the Social Entrepreneurs Fund. 

While there is a broad consensus that this approach continues to work well, there is much 
debate about how this model might evolve. There are four main schools of thought here: 

1. ‘It ain’t broke, so don’t fix it’. The Firstport awards programme is clearly working 
smoothly and achieving positive results. There are those that make the case for 
retaining the current ladder of funding (Level 1 then Level 2) in order to support social 
entrepreneurs through the main early phases of concept development and testing. 

2. ‘Let 1,000 flowers bloom’. Much of the rationale for the original UnLtd funding model 
(and subsequently Firstport) centres on releasing human potential and building a 
grassroots movement of social entrepreneurs. There are those that argue that a much 
greater emphasis on Level 1 awards would stimulate demand, allow scarce resources to 
go further, and enable more social entrepreneurs to benefit from the journey (from which 
a reasonable proportion of social ventures will arise and naturally flourish). 

3. ‘Pick some winners’. Increasingly Firstport, through the Social Entrepreneurs Fund and 
its role in Just Enterprise, has been tasked with helping to establish successful social 
enterprises. Based on the assumption that the bulk of impact will be achieved by a small 
number of high impact ventures, there are those that argue for a greater focus on Level 
2 support and beyond as the most efficient way of achieving scale and impact. 
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4. ‘Make it person-centred’. Although the ‘journey’ of social entrepreneurs in developing, 
testing, and scaling their social venture often conforms to standard steps, it is not always 
a linear or time-bound process. There are therefore those that make the case for 
abandoning the rigid distinction between award levels and for flexing the level, duration 
and mix of support around the needs of each social entrepreneur.  

It is important to note that these are not mutually exclusive choices. The different Funds that 
Firstport is invited to manage have somewhat different objectives and naturally dictate 
somewhat different strategies. The views and data gathered during the evaluation suggest 
that Firstport has worked hard to achieve a balance in this respect. It has used the bulk of 
Millenium Awards Trust resources to support Level 1 awards (more focused on achieving 
social impact), and directed Social Entrepreneurs Fund resources largely towards supporting 
Level 2 awards. This fits with the purpose of this fund and has kept the focus on creating a 
more sustainable pipeline of social enterprises. 

Looking forward, with limited financial resources available to allocate it is important to be 
clear on the objectives of the Funds that Firstport will manage. It is important to determine 
whether to spread resources thinly and assist a high volume of entrepreneurial ideas 
(because more is better) or to focus on high growth social enterprise starts (from which 
impacts are more likely to occur).  

Gaps 

Over the last five years there has been significant investment in support for social 
entrepreneurship and social enterprise in Scotland. At the same time Firstport has pursued 
an evolving agenda, with a widening offering.  

While most contributors have recognised the need for Firstport to focus carefully on its core 
business – the awards programme – two gaps (or at least areas of extension) were 
frequently put forward in our discussions. 

The first area relates to ‘next phase’ finance for social ventures. A funding gap (“a jump”) has 
been highlighted between the current small grants offering of Firstport and others, and the 
follow-on grants that are then available from the Enterprise Growth Fund (requires an 
established third sector organisation with a track record in trading), the Big Lottery main 
grants programmes (typically relatively large grant awards), and other alternatives. 
Suggestions vary on how this gap might be plugged, ranging from an enhanced Level 2 
award from Firstport (larger and of longer duration) or a Level 3 award.  

Linked to this, the second area relates to the use of other financial instruments. There is no 
clear consensus among contributors on the extent to which loan funding can and should be 
part of the funding mix for early stage venture. At present the Firstport offering is based on 
grant awards. The suggestion is that grant awards are an important means of testing a 
concept and build investment readiness, and that loan finance might then be used more 
routinely to support those social ventures that emerge with high growth potential. 



 

 
 

24 

 
Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

7. Where now for the awards programme? 
The findings presented in this report suggest that the awards programme is 
both effective and impactful. The message from this evaluation is therefore 
one of continued refinement rather than wholesale change. 

Strengthening reach 

Firstport has played the role of a national support intermediary well. However, it has the 
challenging task of ensuring nationwide coverage while remaining responsive to all parts of 
Scotland. ‘Cold spots’ are evident in the pattern of awards being made across the county, 
particularly where the Firstport team does not have strong local links (these cold spots are 
common also to other funders). It is often also difficult to reach beyond the ‘usual suspects’ 
(i.e. the established, educated, informed and articulate social entrepreneurs that are typically 
based in Scotland’s two main cities). Firstport has attempted various methods of engaging 
more in target communities but more is needed. 

While more might be done to raise the profile of social entrepreneurship in Scotland (e.g. a 
national campaign or event), this is likely to bring more of the same. The priority for Firstport 
must therefore be to extend its reach into Scotland’s communities (to be proactive rather 
than reactive). Quite clearly there is a real limit to local presence that Firstport can achieve 
with a relatively small and already stretched staff team. However, more creative and targeted 
ways might be found to ‘animate’ community entrepreneurship in Scotland’s most deprived 
areas and to form and equip a more potent network of ‘scouts’ or ‘agents’ that are well 
placed to spot , support, and refer on aspiring social entrepreneurs. 

Re-engineering the awards model 

Firstport has been highly successful in delivering a complex and multi-layered awards 
programme in partnership with Scotland UnLtd. The partnership with UnLtd is strong, and 
together with other interventions (Big Lottery small grants, Enterprise Growth Fund, etc.), a 
ladder of funding is now in place that can support the early journey of social entrepreneurs. 
The inherent challenge, however, is in achieving a balanced portfolio of awards across Level 
1 and Level 2, which are capable of ‘pulling’ ventures through, while ensuring a strong 
connect with the next phase of finance and avoiding fostering an early dependence on 
grants. While already achieving good results, there are a number of schools of thought on 
how the awards programme can be made even more effective and impactful. 

Any re-engineering of the awards programme must, however, be based on a clearer sense 
of purpose on the part of those that ask Firstport to manage Funds on their behalf. Differing 
strategies are required for growing the base of social entrepreneurs (requires more focus on 
small-scale Level 1 awards) and growing high potential social enterprises (requires larger 
and longer Level 2 support) – this is a fine balancing act for Firstport. An important design 
principle is the more flexibility that can be built in the better; whereby grants and advice are 
packaged around the needs of the individual rather than placed in separate silos. Firstport 
might also wish to explore with partners ways to fill the ‘follow-on’ finance gap that is 
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believed to exist, through extending the scale and duration of the current Level 2 award, 
making available a ‘Level 3’ offering, or achieving a more seamless integration with the 
Enterprise Growth Fund in particular. Recognising that grant subsidy is not always the only 
or best way to kick-start sustainable new ventures, consideration should also be given to 
introducing loan funding to the mix where appropriate to stave off the prospect of grant 
dependence in the early stages of social enterprises. 

A community of social entrepreneurs 

Firstport has enabled a large number of individuals to embark on an entrepreneurial journey, 
one which our case studies reveal to be a potentially arduous and isolating one. The social 
entrepreneurs that have contributed to the evaluation have pointed to the importance of 
wider networks of support, and place great value on the connection with like-minded people 
that can both inform and inspire. That said, Firstport has taken only limited action to connect 
social entrepreneurs (e.g. a 2010 celebration event, informal networking at workshops, and a 
recently introduced newsletter) and the priority attached to this has declined over recent 
years as the number of awards has risen, caseloads grown, and the team become stretched. 

Firstport might wish to consider ways to create a more vibrant and supportive ‘community’ of 
social entrepreneurs across Scotland. There are potentially three main but not mutually 
exclusive paths to achieving this: the use of more creative methods of facilitating networking 
between social entrepreneurs, including online; a Firstport ‘fellowship’ programme to connect 
and communicate with awardees, past and present; and/or formal connection of awardees 
into established networks, both physical (e.g. Senscot Networks) and virtual (e.g. Linkedin 
groups). This ‘community’ of Firstport social entrepreneurs are powerful resource that could 
be mobilised to promote the role of social entrepreneurship in Scotland, spot and encourage 
others to get involved, and link into related programmes and opportunities. 

Working with and through partners 

Firstport is an important part of the support infrastructure for social entrepreneurs and social 
enterprise in Scotland. It is a regulator collaborator with the other main national support 
intermediaries in Scotland (now consolidated within the Just Enterprise programme), it is 
effectively managing and delivering contracts on behalf of others (e.g. UnLtd, NESTA), and it 
has begun to form important relationships with mainstream business support providers (e.g. 
through Business Gateway). Where partners have contributed to this evaluation, the 
feedback has generally been very positive – Firstport is typically recognised as an effective 
and trusted partner, and productive joint working arrangements are typically in place.  

Firstport is an organisation that is relatively small in scale, however, and one with a big 
challenge in promoting and supporting social entrepreneurship in Scotland. If it is to achieve 
more ‘bang for its buck’ then it must deepen its relationship with others even further. Local 
partners will be important if it is to have ‘legs’ across all of Scotland; Just Enterprise partners 
will be important in ensuring that new ventures are supported to reach scale; mainstream 
partners will be important in promoting the concept of social entrepreneurship more widely 
across Scotland. Where possible Firstport would be advised to continue to deepen these 
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relationships, and work through others where possible rather than spreading itself too thinly 
or taking on additional functions or activities that others are already delivering well.  

Better impact reporting  

The evidence set out in this report suggests that Firstport has achieved an impressive 
impact since 2009 by way of relatively small-scale grant awards. This impact is evident in 
relation to the individual, organisational, and wider ‘community’ level and is likely to grow 
over time as ventures mature and outcomes multiply. While Firstport is extremely diligent at 
gathering in-year data on its spend, activity and outputs, it is currently less able to track and 
report on outcomes/impacts over time. The full impact of the awards programme can 
therefore go unnoticed by funders and partners, who can find it quite difficult to articulate 
accurately or clearly the difference it makes. 

In order to make its case more clearly, and on an ongoing basis, it would be sensible for 
Firstport to focus more on outcome-based measurement and longitudinal evaluation. There 
are a number of practical steps that might be taken to improve the evidence base: simplify, 
standardise, and strengthen the information it captures from awardees pre- and post-award; 
generate more and better outcome-focused case study evidence; build long-term evaluation 
and impact reporting into the delivery of any subsequent programme (this should track the 
progress and impact of awardees over time); and share this evidence more systematically 
and more widely with partners.   

Future programme focus 

Firstport has developed into a well-respected national intermediary organisation; one which 
still retains a very clear niche role and mandate in supporting individual social entrepreneurs. 
Over time the awards programme managed by Firstport has broadened with the introduction 
of the Social Entrepreneurs Fund, and placed the overall programme more squarely behind 
support social enterprise as a preferred business model. At the same time it has 
incrementally added further business support offerings as it has sought to ensure the 
formation of successful and high impact social enterprises. This has been an evolution from 
the original of Firstport, but reflects a Scottish Government policy agenda that is both 
focused on economic growth and highly supportive on social enterprise.  

With the culmination of the UnLtd Product Review and the end to the current phase of the 
Social Entrepreneurs Fund, now is an opportune time to refocus the awards programme and 
to avoid any perception of mission drift on the part of Firstport. Based on the findings of this 
evaluation, we recommend a fairly rapid internal Strategic Review to help to: reaffirm the 
vision and mission of Firstport; determine the strategic focus and direction of the awards 
programme (as determined by its two main partners); review the range of supplementary 
business support offerings and their contribution; explore the need to recast Firstport’s 
relationship and offering in light of the slightly divergent direction of its main partner UnLtd; 
and determine the optimum range and focus of partnership efforts required to deliver most 
effectively on its Scotland-wide remit. This Review process should take on board the 
evidence from this report and culminate in an agreed forward strategy for Firstport. 
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Lee Craigie, Cycletherapy Ltd 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Cycletherapy Ltd established in August 2010 
 £7,500 income from trading in the last 12 months 
 Training provided to large numbers of young people 
 95% attendance rate by young people in Year 1 
 100% re-engagement of young people in education 
 

Award(s): Level 1 award £4,350 (Sept 09, completed) & Level 2 award £19,013 (Feb 11, active) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

Cycletherapy Ltd was established in 2010 by Lee Craigie, a social entrepreneur with a background as an 
outdoor instructor and psychotherapist. Her venture stemmed from a frustration at the ineffectiveness of 
traditional psychotherapies in interacting with disengaged young people and a lack of alternatives beyond the 
‘sanctions-based’ approach in schools that was failing young people. The venture was set up to provide cycle 
therapy workshops for young people excluded from school in the Highlands; a fresh alternative that would help 
to rebuild self-worth and self-esteem and support them back into education. 
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Establishing the cycle therapy workshop 
 Registering Cycletherapy as a company 
 Securing cash donations for bikes/clothing 
 Securing a Council Service Level Agreement  
 Local recognition as an entrepreneur doing good 

 Isolation and ‘drowning’ in ideas 
Not taken seriously by professionals 
Stumbling block in plans for a Level 2 venture 
Slow moving public sector bureaucracy 

 
 

The Difference Made 
 

Lee, who had never previously considered the possibility of starting a business, now feels empowered as a 
social entrepreneur; with a better sense of the possibilities, with a firm understanding of the key concepts of 
business, and with the confidence and skills to run a business. Her social enterprise is now firmly established 
and generating a small but growing level of trading income. Importantly for Lee it has already transformed the 
prospects of a small number of young people and helped to rebuild family relationships. 
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 Initial information helped Lee to recognise the possibilities of social enterprise 
 The Level 1 award was a vital catalyst to getting the initial concept off the ground 
 Workshops in Marketing and Cashflow helped make sense of concepts and built skills 
 Business advice, checklists, and financial templates gave structure and tools 
 Ongoing contact is keeping personal motivation levels high and maintaining momentum 
 

Future Prospects 
 

With a Level 2 award now in place, Lee is able to take a salary for one day per week while working on the next 
phase in the development of her social enterprise. Her plan now is to develop a mobile Cycletherapy workshop 
and vocational training unit. This is the next step in eventually realising her vision of an integrated, forest-based, 
mountain bike trail centre with a café, bike shop, and vocational training unit. 
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Bosco Santimano, You Can Cook 
 
Key Facts 
 

 You Can Cook established in 2007 
 100% of revenue generated from trading 
 Benefits on average 25 people and organisations each month 
 Provides volunteering and training opportunities  
 

Award(s): Level1 award £5K (July 2007, completed) and Level 2 award £20k (May 2009, completed) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

Motivated by a report outlining the impact of obesity on the Scottish population, professional chef Bosco 
Santimano decided to use his experience to set up You Can Cook to empower individuals with the knowledge 
and skills to make informed choices regarding healthy eating.  Bosco knew he wanted to develop a social 
enterprise in order to deliver his vision of “Food that was good for the soul.”  You Can Cook has been 
successfully delivering workshops, cookery classes and demonstrations to the public and private sector, 
community groups and volunteer organisations since 2007.   

 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Level 2 Firstport funding in 2009 
 First social enterprise to appear on BBC Landward 
 Partnership with Change Work 
 Healthy Working Lives bronze medal nominee 

 Lost contracts due to recession 
 Lack of finance for core costs 

 

 

The Difference Made 
 

Bosco has gained expertise and knowledge in setting up social ventures and often gives talks to other 
organisations on the topic of social enterprise. In consultation with a health specialist, You Can Cook has 
developed to a stage where it is providing bespoke services to clients such as Energise Lunches and Food as 
Medicine. In a rural area, You Can Cook is bringing the community together and has strong embedded social 
and environmental policies, even using compostable crockery and helping to reduce food wastage.   
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 A Level 1 award provided start-up costs such as legal and company registration fees 
 A Level 2 award provided the foundations for the company (promotion, research and product development) 
 Firstport staff provided assistance with policies and processes needed to establish the social enterprise 
 

Future Prospects 
 

The future looks bright for this social venture as it looks forward to working in partnership with the University of 
Dundee to promote Energise Lunches. With scientific research behind the approach, You Can Cook will be able 

to deliver its healthy eating message to an even wider client base. 
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Emily Reid, Eco Drama 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Established Eco Drama in March 2009 
 Each month some 2,800 children engaging with Eco Drama 
 2  full-time and 5 part-time staff in place 
 Current show toured from 2009-2011 
 80% of revenue generated from trading 
 Providing training for 5 individuals 
 

Award(s): Level 2 award £20k (Aug 2009, completed) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

The catalyst for Emily’s social enterprise was her strong personal reaction to a show she attended with an 
environmental theme. Emily felt that she had the performance, education and training skills to develop and 
deliver theatre shows/workshops using recycled props, scenery and costumes to engage school children with 
environmental issues. She terms this “Theatre for a Social Purpose.”  With the current emphasise on 
Sustainable Education Development, the shows are based around the aims of the Curriculum for Excellence 
and emphasis active learning and emotional engagement. It is the interactive and holistic approach to learning 
and Emily’s passion for education, theatre and the environment which has made Eco Drama a success.  
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Climate Challenge Award inJan 2010 
 The Magic Bus running on biofuels 
 Started touring current show in May 2010 
 Wins John Logie Baird Award – SE Innovator 

 Juggling, work, freelancing & business start-up 
 Being solely responsible for the business 
 Initial financial problems setting up a business  
Wrong information regarding financial status 

 

The Difference Made 
 

For Emily establishing her social enterprise has been a “Learning Journey.” As an exponent of visual learning 
seeing Eco Drama raise awareness and make a difference has given her the confidence to build on the current 
success.  By developing her writing skills Emily is producing new shows and workshops which have toured this 
year reaching a wider audience of school pupils. Emily is also promoting the environmental message by 
engaging with a larger selection of the population at festivals, community events, and eco days. 
 

 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 2 award allowed Emily to focus solely on setting up the social enterprise 
 The kudos from the award helped secure additional external funding to buy The Magic Bus 
 Advice provided a better understanding of social enterprise in order to see the social benefits 
 The Cash flow workshop gave her a clearer understanding of finances 
 

Future Prospects 
 

The future is very positive for Eco Drama. The focus on Sustainable Development Education in schools fits well 
with the service and there is much potential as Eco Schools Scotland grows. This year will see: the Magic Van 
Tour visiting schools in West Dumbarton; appointment of an Admin Producer; the development of a new 

workshop for secondary schools; and a new theatre show for primary age pupils. 
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Alison Gowrie, Edinburgh Shopping & Home Assist Service 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Established ESHAS April 2010 
 10 part-time employees 
 50% of revenue generated from trading 
 On average 150 clients each month benefit  
 

Award(s): Level 1 award £4,353 (Oct 2009, completed) Level 2 award £20k (Feb 2011, active) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

When West Lothian Council discontinued its home shopping service due to budgeting cuts, Alison Gowrie and 
her business partner Derek Anderson saw an opportunity to set up ESHAS as a social enterprise fulfilling what 
they saw as a basic human need. Having previously worked as Housing Support Organisers they had a wealth 
of experience and knew from speaking to existing clients that providing a shopping network was in itself not 
enough. They realised that additional support and care services were required, and ESHAS has now expanded 
to include cleaning, laundry and practical household to support the needs of elderly and vulnerable people.   
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Employing first member of staff 
 Engaging a volunteer to maintain accounts 
 Maintaining core service during extreme weather  

 Bad winter weather 2010-11 
 Loosing staff 
 Loosing income and having to borrow money 

 

The Difference Made 
 

From knowing nothing about running a business, Alison and Gordon are now running a successful social 
enterprise and are developing a range of new business skills. The success of the enterprise has been 100% 
reliant on the Firstport awards. This has allowed ESHAS to provide a vital service to clients who might 
otherwise be in care. By allowing clients to remain in their own homes and communities they maintain their 
independence and have social contact via ESHAS staff, who also build up networks of trust and care.  
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 1 award provided vital start-up costs including marketing  
 The Level 2 award allowed an additional staff member, enabling the founders to focus on expansion 
 Firstport advice offered constant help and support with the issues involved in setting up a social enterprise 
 The Level 2 award helped pay the rent on premises which were vital for business development 
 

Future Prospects 
 

The aim is for the social enterprise to be self-sustaining by April 2012 and to increase the client base to 800.  
With the success of ESHAS in West Lothian, Alison and Derek are also looking toward future expansion into 
East Lothian. This will result in job creation as further staff will be needed to provide additional services in the 
most cost-effective way to the clients.  ESHAS is also investigating franchising and are beginning to develop 
strong structures and policies in order to take this forward in the next two years.  As ESHAS continues to grow 
Alison and Derek have retained the core services at the heart of their social vision. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

James Alexander, Giraffe 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Giraffe established in December  2009 
 Currently employ 16 part-time staff and 16 volunteers 
 Provided training opportunities for 50 individuals during the last year 
 95% of income derived from trading 
 Now running four social enterprises 
 Opening a new café and training kitchen in Summer 2012 
 

Award(s): Level 2 award of £20K (June 2010, completed) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

Giraffe was established in order to provide paid work to adults with mental health and learning difficulties. It was 
founded by James Alexander a former social care lecturer who had already set up a successful charity in Perth.  
Giraffe was initially intended to provide buddy support in the workplace. However, James soon realised this model 
would not work and instead set-up Giraffe as an employer providing experience in retail, IT, admin, customer 
service and hospitality. To date Giraffe runs four social enterprises; a café, shop, art gallery and horticultural 
venture paid work and services to the residents of Perthshire.    
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Re-opening shop after flooding  
 Service Level Agreement from the Council 
 Becoming Aviva’s local charity  
 Settling a lengthy insurance dispute 
 

Not getting funding first time round 
 Premises flooding resulting in a cessation in trading  
 Two year insurance dispute 
 

 

The Difference Made 
 

For James the award provided an outside vote of confidence in his entrepreneurial skills and the belief that the 
social enterprise could achieve its goals. Giraffe was able to employ a member of staff who had previously been a 
volunteer. This was crucial to the success of the venture by increasing trading and turnover and enhancing the 
quality of the training on offer. The wider impact has been in breaking down barriers and prejudices within the 
community in relation to mental health and learning difficulties through providing paid work and by delivering high 
quality training and resulting services that local people value. 
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 2 award allowed the enterprise to develop by employing a part-time member of staff 
 Advice available from the Firstport advisor gave confidence and support during low times 
 Networking events helped to put James in touch with useful third parties 
 

Future Prospects 
 

Giraffe continues with its initial aim of providing skills and paid work to adults who find it difficult to gain 
employment due to mental health and learning difficulties.  In the short-term it will open a new café in summer 
2012. Over the next five years Giraffe will expand its work to address college provision for school leavers with 

learning difficulties and its support for ex-offenders and people with addictions.  
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Tracy Murdoch, KidzEco 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Established KidzEco in Dec 2009 
 Currently employing 1 full-time and 4 part-time staff  
 Supporting 30 volunteers and providing training opportunities for 20 people 
 1,000 people every month in West Lothian are supported  
 

Award(s): Level 1 award of £4,155 (Jan 10, completed) and Level 2 award of £20,000 (Nov 10, active) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

KidzEco was established in December 2009 by Tracy Murdoch, a young mum with a background in business 
development and volunteering. Tracy’s initial idea was to set up a shop selling good quality donated children’s 
goods – this idea arose from her own difficulties when trying to find somewhere to donate her children’s items, but 
also from the social and economic need she had observed from her time managing volunteers. However, being 
made aware about the environmental impact of landfill, the enterprise mushroomed into not only a shop focused 
on recycling, but also a community enterprise with a craft workshop, breastfeeding facilities, and community room.   
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Opening the shop in December 2009 
 West Lothian Social Enterprise of the Year 2010 
 Opening Fun with Fabric  2010 
 Opening the Community Room March 2011 
 Breastfeeding Friendly Award June 2011 
 Community Jobs Fund Employee 
 

Not getting funding the first time round 
Dispute over a third party lease 
Having to terminate a staff contract 
Worries over finance 

 

The Difference Made 
 

Tracy has always had lots of ideas and wanted to do something community-based but the idea of the recycling 
and the shop really gelled for her and she knew this was the direction she wanted to take her social enterprise in.  
The funding allowed the venture to open and develop and Tracy feels that running the enterprise has given her 
new skills in business and people management and raised her awareness of environmental issues.  A key element 
was giving something back to the West Lothian community, which she has achieved with KidzEco. 
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 1 award helped with start-up and the Level 2 award allowed the enterprise to continue 
 Firstport support and advice regarding staffing and lease issues was vital 
 Talking through revenue generating ideas helped bring focus 
 A cash flow workshop helped to make sense of concepts and built skills 
 The encouragement helped Tracy to think for herself and find answers 
 

Future Prospects 
 

Tracy wants to continue with her original idea of providing the community with good quality goods at low prices.  
She is also developing a timetable of events for the Community Room as a resource to be used by the families in 
West Lothian. A partnership with West Lothian Council is being developed to provide packs for under privileged 
families and she is building on existing corporate sponsorship. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Mary Parry, MyBus 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Established MyBus in 2008 
 Currently has 22 volunteers 
 95% of revenue generated from trading 
 Provides training for 120 individuals in Fife area 
 

Award(s): Level 2 award of £20k (August 2009, completed) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

While working with a community transport organisation in England, Mary heard that the buses from her previous 
employer where going to be auctioned. Armed with a loan from the bank, years of experience in community 
transport and the ability to see the need for this service among those socially isolated by a lack of access to 
public transport, Mary successfully acquired the buses at auction and MyBus was born. The initial idea has 
developed into a social enterprise which provides: the elderly with a lunch club, shopping, snow clearing, and 
outings; volunteers with work placements and training; and a craft café and community hub 
  

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Acquired premises in November 2009 
 New Deal placements in January  2010 
 Lunch Club for the elderly set up in Dec 2010 
 Craft Cafe established in April 2011 
 Wheels 2 Work scheme launched in Oct 2011 

Dealing with planning and initial bureaucracy  
Missing the deadline for Public Sector Contracts 
 Loosing income from work placements 

 

 

The Difference Made 
 

Mary’s success in setting up the social enterprise has encouraged her to develop more services using her 
entrepreneurial skills. MyBus is now trading well and recently established Wheels 2 Work by providing scooters 
and training to 16-25 year olds in rural areas with poor public transport links to enable them to access jobs. In 
the wider community MyBus is providing a community hub via the Craft Café, supporting the wider needs of 
elderly clients, and organising environmental clean-ups on the River Leven. 
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 2 award allowed the enterprise to run by providing living expenses and the rent for premises 
 Advice from Firstport staff was vital when negotiating a lease when opening the Craft Café  
 Knowing Firstport were there for advice or to talk over ideas was vital whenever things got tough  
 The opportunity to network helped with introductions with other organisations such as NESTA 
 

Future Prospects 
 

From its beginnings in providing community transport MyBus is now providing a variety of services throughout 
the Fife area and is moving into renewable energy. It is working in partnership with Fife Council and Scottish 
Renewable Energy in order to obtain land for a hydrogen fuel pump for conversion to hydrogen mini buses.  It is 
currently in discussions to take over a disused bowling green which will provide additional training and 
volunteering opportunities and a community hub. Despite these exciting initiatives MyBus still continue to 
provide its core community transport services. 
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Karen Herbert, Suited & Booted 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Suited & Booted established in 2009 
 63% of revenue generated from trading 
 Provides employability training in Ayrshire for 55 people each month 
 Runs three enterprise clubs 
 

Award(s): Level 1 award of £4,251 (July 2009, completed) and Level 2 award of £20k (Mar 2010, completed) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

The idea for Suited & Booted evolved when Karen Herbert and three friends with backgrounds in employability, 
training and recruitment decided to tackle the difficulties facing disadvantaged young people in preparing for 
employment.  Suited & Booted provides interview clothes, training, coaching and image consulting to 
unemployed young people in Ayrshire with a focus on making them ready for employment. It also provides a job 
club and mentoring to business and social enterprise start-ups. 
   

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Opening first office in 2009 
 Securing SQA & ILA accreditation  
 Gaining charitable status in 2010 
 Establishing framework agreements for services 

 Frustration over tendering processes 
 Initial lack of knowledge of the Third Sector 
Problems with franchising agreements 

 
 

The Difference Made 
 

Karen has gained extensive knowledge of social enterprise and now teaches and mentors social enterprises 
locally. She is now Chair of Voluntary Action Ayrshire and serves on the Committee for Third Sector 
Employability Forum Scotland.  Suited & Booted is represented with offices throughout Ayrshire, enabling it to 
reach the wider community and have greater impact on employability and social enterprise development in the 
area. By providing much needed recycled interview clothes they are not only building confidence – a key 
element of the enterprise’s ethos, but also fulfilling an economic and social need while helping to reduce landfill.  
Suited & Booted is succeeding in helping young people into sustainable work.  
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 1 award purchased equipment and marketing materials in order to promote the business 
 The next award allowed the business to expand, establishing a second office to reach more clients 
 A Firstport Evolve course provided focus and ongoing business direction 
 The cash flow workshop provided much needed financial skills  
 Attendance at Firstport events was a vital component in networking and promoting the enterprise 
 

Future Prospects 
 

Suited & Booted has achieved a great deal in the first three years of trading and have even greater goals for the 
future. While staying firmly rooted in Ayrshire (a new office opens in Cummnock in 2012), it also hopes to open 
an office in Dumfries and Galloway and is in franchise negotiations in two other localities. Using its extensive 
skills set, experience and growing knowledge of social enterprise there are plans for a Job Brokerage and 
Continuous Professional Development courses which in turn will have an even greater impact on clients.   
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Gregory Chauvet, The Glasgow Bike Station 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Established The Glasgow Bike Station in 2010 
 70% of income from trading  
 9 full-time employees and a bank of freelancers who provide training 
 Supports 10 volunteers and training for 15 individuals 
 

Award(s): Level 1 award of £3,813 (May 2010, completed) and Level 2 award of £19,498 (Feb 2011, active) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

Learning to ride a bike three years ago was the beginning of Glasgow Bike Station founder Gregory Chauvet’s 
social enterprise journey. Frustrated by a lack of facilities for cyclists and the high costs of purchase and 
maintenance, Gregory decided to start his own venture to address this need. Initially armed with a few borrowed 
tools from friends The Glasgow Bike Station has developed in the space of a year into a social enterprise that 
provides low cost recycled bikes to the community and bike mechanic and cycle training.  
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Rent-free premises for 3 months on start-up 
 Part of The Edinburgh Bike Station franchise 
 1,000 bikes recycled by September 2011 
 Obtained charitable status in November 2011 

 

 Long process of gaining charitable status 
 Finding new premises 
 Learning accounts and managing finances 

 

 

The Difference Made 
 

Although from a Marketing Management and IT background, Greg found that setting up and managing the 
social enterprise developed his web design, financial, marketing, and human resources skills. The enterprise 
has increased trading in just over a year and has been able to purchase new tools and equipment to train and 
empower service users. The Glasgow Bike Station also raises awareness of the social, environmental and 
community aspects of cycling by working with the Scottish Government and community groups to promote 
healthier lifestyles, and reduce carbon footprint and landfill.  

 
Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 1 award provided vital start-up costs including finance for tools and equipment 
 The Level 2 award enabled a move to larger premises which in turn enabled more services 
 The Firstport network of contacts resulted in a new empowering Fix Your Own Bike initiative  
 

Future Prospects 
 

The Glasgow Bike Station has had a phenomenal first year of trading and the future looks equally promising.  
With a move to new larger premises imminent the Bike Station will have office and warehouse space enabling it 
to increase services and provide further employment, training and volunteering opportunities. From a small 
community company it has grown to an organisation with local and national impact.  
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Evaluation of the Firstport Awards Programme 

Helen Crawford, Soroba 
 
Key Facts 
 

 Soroba established in 2010 
 Training Academy providing volunteering and training opportunities in the Oban area 
 Business Centre opened in 2011 
 Employs 2 full-time and 1part-time employee 
 

Award(s): Level1 award of £5k (Jan 2010, completed) and Level 2 award of £20k (Nov 2010, active) 
 

The Social Venture 
 

The decision to change career gave Helen Crawford the impetus to set up her social venture. While training to 
become a teacher Helen came to realise that the school environment would limit her goals and expectations for 
the pupils she was teaching. Helen decided to leave teacher training and set up Soroba in a social enterprise 
training hotel in Oban, to provide young people with the training opportunities in hospitality, administration, front 
of house, and customer service that she felt were lacking in the traditional education environment.  
 

+ Journey High Points -  Journey Low Points 
 

 Helping local school win cookery competition 
 Hosting its first wedding 
 Setting up lunch club and activities for the elderly 

Worries over hidden costs 
Drowning in ideas and a lack of focus 
 Initial negativity in the local area 

 
 

The Difference Made 
 

In setting up the social enterprise, Helen has attained skills in business development, diplomacy, and 
negotiation. Her confidence has grown and she has developed the business further by providing function 
packages to clients. Soroba has established links with the local community not only by providing much needed 
education and training but also by delivering high quality hospitality services to the community and forging 
partnerships with local employment agencies, business groups, and volunteer organisations. Where possible 
Soroba buys all produce from the Oban area to support local business and the environment. 
 

Vital Firstport Ingredients  
 

 The Level 1 award helped get the venture off the ground by providing finance for set-up and hidden costs   
 The Level 2 award sustained the company by supporting the living expenses of the social entrepreneur  
 The package of advice, award, and workshop strengthened financial management 
 The Firstport award led to further funding opportunities, e.g. The Big Issue 
 

Future Prospects 
 

The future for Soroba is in the expansion of the education and training it already provides. The next stage of 
development will see Soroba working in partnership with Springboard and SQA Skills for Work. This will help to 
realise Soroba’s vision of becoming a Centre of Excellence through providing accredited and nationally 
recognised skills and qualifications.  
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