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“I really enjoy Safe Soulmates and it’s always really good.” 

“There is no best part; it’s all amazing!” 

“It makes me realise I am not the only one struggling; everyone else has 
girlfriends and careers, and I have realised that I am not alone in this.” 

“The overall freedom and choice of activities is brilliant.”

“It’s free spirited and a free-spirited group for dating in the modern 
environment. I feel better equipped to date outside of Safe Soulmates.”

“I like the regular emails and I feel really part of the Safe Soulmates 
community. It’s so nice to feel included as a part of the group.” 

“I love meeting new people and Safe Soulmates  
has really helped me in so many ways.” 

“It’s like a caring and supportive environment to meet new people and build up 
confidence. It has made a massive impact to my life, attending Safe Soulmates.”

“Being part of Safe Soulmates has massively boosted my confidence.” 

“The whole experience was awesome -the fact they organise regular 
trips and hang outs is awesome. I got involved in the dating side 
- I found it really useful; they supported with the matching process.”

“I’ve been coming for the last twelve months. It’s just a great organisation.” 

“Safe Soulmates is wonderful. I can’t imagine my life without them now!”

“The friendship is the best bit of Safe Soulmates and we’ll see where that leads. It’s 
so nice and Safe Soulmates team are really good at introductions and connections.

Safe Soulmates comments, November 2021

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=didefAL_bjE
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Civil Society Consulting’s team was asked to:

-  Produce a year one external evaluation report to support Safe Soulmates  
 with their fundraising and Lottery Community Fund reporting requirements 

-   Support with Safe Soulmates to develop an impact framework and impact  
 measurement tools to support and improve social impact recording

- Provide support and expertise to support Safe Soulmates’ organisational capacity  
 and development 

-  Carry out ongoing analysis of self-collected data to support impact measurement. 

Key definitions:

“Mate crime”:  a form of hate crime which can become a serious form of abuse. 
“Mate crime” is defined as the exploitation, abuse or theft from any person at 
risk from those they consider to be their friends.

Additional needs: individuals with learning disabilities, autism, anxiety and other 
conditions that makes socialising difficult. 

Evaluation report remit

Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 

Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 
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About Civil Society Consulting CIC  
Civil Society Consulting CIC is an independent not-for-profit Community Interest Company 
(CIC). Founded at the height of the then Government ‘austerity’ agenda ten years ago, the CIC 
is committed to supporting smaller ‘grassroots’ community-based organisations and their  
social action projects. As a social enterprise, it enables these organisations to flourish; to tackle 
the problems that exist in the local communities they know and love while maximising their  
leverage of social impact. 

Recently, the team have worked extensively with faith and civil society organisations in:  
southeast and central London, Barking & Dagenham, Blackpool, Coventry, Derby, Ipswich,  
Leicester, Liverpool, Middlesbrough, Peterborough and across the West Midlands and East Anglia. 

Simon Pickering has been the lead evaluator from Civil Society Consulting CIC, supported by  
the team (Francesca Godfrey, Yasmin Jiang & Mark Ereira-Guyer), working alongside the  
management team at Safe Soulmates. Simon has an extensive track record within the  
voluntary, community and social enterprise sector spanning twenty years. In the last six years, 
Simon has worked on over fifteen external evaluation reports. 

Twitter: @CivilSocietyCIC
Website:  www.civilsocietyconsulting.co.uk

About Safe Soulmates CIC 
Safe Soulmates is a not-for-profit friendship and dating organisation for adults with additional 
needs including autism, anxiety and people who find socialising difficult. The organisation 
launched in December 2018. Safe Soulmates was founded after extensive consultation with  
the beneficiary group. 

The organisation was co-founded by Vicky Baddeley and Christine O’Neil; both have extensive 
experience of working with adults with additional needs.  

The organisation’s purpose is to end loneliness for adults with additional needs by facilitating a 
fun social life, where friendships and relationships can develop in a safe way. The organisation runs 
social events for beneficiaries who are interested in socialising and increasing their friendship group 
and making romantic connections. 

Safe Soulmates work with a broad range of partners, Safe Soulmates work particularly to deliver 
a broad range of support to beneficiaries, including training, advice and individual support to 
members on boundary setting, online safety and how to navigate sex and relationships in a 
healthy, appropriate way. 
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Safe Soulmates Organisational Development
Safe Soulmates were awarded a Lottery Community Fund grant from the Reaching  
Communities fund. The grant funded a two-year project to support the ongoing work, while 
providing essential funds to support Safe Soulmates to increase their capacity and dedicate 
additional time towards their organisational development. The Reaching Communities  
funded project began in January 2021 and will conclude in January 2023.

In addition to providing our external evaluation report, Civil Society Consulting have  
supported Safe Soulmates to develop a robust impact and outcomes framework.  
The framework is underpinned by the ONS Wellbeing scale. 

The ONS Wellbeing scale is used to look beyond what we produce as an economy; it looks  
at areas such as: health, relationships, education and skills; what we do; where we live; our  
finances and the environment.  The ONS Wellbeing scale is used to support levels of  
wellbeing and happiness in the general population. 

The ONS Wellbeing scale was selected as it was the most appropriate scale to use as it aligns 
with Safe Soulmates’ organisational mission exceptionally well. 

Once the ONS Wellbeing scale was adopted, we then supported the organisation to select 
tools and approaches within their framework to ensure the right level of evidence and indicators 
were selected to map the organisation’s impact and achievement of their outcomes. 

During year one of the Lottery Community Fund grant, Safe Soulmates have achieved  
significant organisational development including the recruitment of a full board of non-executive  
Directors. The board of non-executive directors’ has a broad skill set, including strategic  
business development, finance and governance which will support the co-founders to  
work towards a greater level of sustainability. 

The board is complemented by a steering group, which includes Soulmates with lived 
experience and is chaired by Bill Jones. Safe Soulmates is committed to being an example 
of good practice in the sector, demonstrating a full commitment to inclusion adults of with 
lived experience. 

In addition to a new board, Safe Soulmates have recruited an online presenter and coordinator, 
to enable the co-founders to meet with more support providers and potential partner organisations, 
as well as host in person socials, which is vital for the service. They have also employed a social 
media advisor to campaign on important disability issues and improve the overall marketing 
for Soulmates.
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Safe Soulmates’ Outcomes 
Safe Soulmates have developed a number of key outcomes which they aim to achieve  
through their work. The organisation identified the broad scope of these outcomes which  
can be defined by three key beneficiary groups:

1. Adults with additional needs, including learning disabilities autism, anxiety and other  
 conditions that make socialising difficult
2. Parents and carers of individual adults with additional needs 
3. Other voluntary, community and public sector partners. 

The key outcomes achieved by Safe Soulmates have been grouped into ten key outcomes:

Outcome 
number

Outcome

1 Soulmates/volunteers improve their emotional health and wellbeing

2 Soulmates improve their sense of safety, when getting to know others.

3 Soulmates experience less loneliness and isolation

4 Soulmates feel more confident to socialise 

5 Soulmates feel more independent

6 Soulmates are empowered to lead and run their own sessions

7 Carers feel relieved of their responsibility to organise activities and a social life for the  
person they support.

8 Carers’ health and well-being improves due to less stress and pressure. 

9 Carers increase and/or maintain their friendship and support circle.

10 Working with partners and VCSE sector to raise awareness of our work, providing  
training and guidance
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Evaluation methodology 
By deploying Civil Society Consulting CIC’s extensive expertise and experience in conducting 
external evaluations, we developed a unique evaluation approach that recognised the  
communication needs of Safe Soulmates’ beneficiaries. 

We worked extensively over eight months to gather evidence and engage with Safe  
Soulmates’ beneficiaries in order to evaluate the extent of the impact of the work in the  
beneficiaries’ lives. A large amount of evidence collection took place during the Covid-19  
lockdowns which meant we completed much of the evaluation using online technology. 

Our evaluation has been a snapshot approach and not a longitudinal approach, with evidence 
collected over a relatively short space of time. 

Our evidence collection took place between July and November 2021, with analysis and write 
up completed between November and January 2022. 

We adopted the following tools to gain insight and gather evidence of the achievement of the 
outcomes detailed above.  We conducted the following activities to complete our evaluation:

- Beneficiary online surveys 
- One to one interviews with beneficiaries
- Online stakeholder focus group 
- Facilitated evaluation session with stakeholders
- Parent and carers online surveys
- One to one interviews with parent & carers

Once evidence collection was complete, we conducted an analysis of all the evidence.  
Our evidence collection process was developed to achieve the following:  

(i) quantitative data findings from the larger-scale survey results (e.g. using descriptive  
and frequency techniques)

(ii) qualitative findings from the interviews and stakeholder focus groups (e.g. analysis of  
written and recorded data and using content analysis techniques) drawing on relevant  
examples, highlighting good experiences and presenting unmet needs, gaps and weaknesses 
in services that could be filled and improved upon.

We have written up our findings and completed a number of case studies to give an insight 
into the situations that Safe Soulmates’ beneficiaries experience, thereby creating a better  
understanding for those reading our evaluation. 
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Summary & findings 
In 2021, Safe Soulmates worked with 158 adults with additional needs  as part of their  
delivery, an impressive achievement given the continued impact of the Covid-19 pandemic  
and continued impact of multiple lockdowns.

We have summarised our findings by each evaluation tool methodology utilised. All the  
finding and evidence have informed our recommendations and conclusion.  

Beneficiaries online survey 
We received 36 beneficiaries survey responses from Safe Soulmates beneficiaries: this is  
a snapshot of nearly a quarter of beneficiaries supported in 2021 (23%). 

The survey completed by Safe Soulmate members clearly showed that the organisation is 
making a significant positive impact on the health and wellbeing of their beneficiaries.  
Moreover, 91% stated they feel more connected to other people, experiencing greatly reduced 
levels of social isolation. 

Whilst the survey provides only a snapshot, the high number of responses would suggest that 
the organisation is delivering above the expected level. The beneficiary feedback demonstrates 
a remarkable impact achievement. 68% of beneficiaries reported feeling less anxious in day to 
day life and in respects towards socialising. In addition,  82% of beneficiaries reported feeling 
safer online as a result of the support and training provided by Safe Soulmates. 

Key findings and headlines from beneficiaries surveyed included: 

91% feel more connected to other people

82%  now find it easier to talk to new people

80%  have a better understanding of relationships  

78%  feel more confident about entering into new relationships and friendships  

80%  find it easier to try new things 

75%  stated attending Safe Soulmates has improved relationships with their friends and family

82%  feel safer online as a result of Safe Soulmate’s support and training

88%  feel more positive about their future

68%  report feeling less anxious about socialising and dating

80%  feel more motivated to leave home to attend social and dating opportunities 

76%  feel more active and mobile as a result of attending Safe Soulmates

One-to-one interviews with beneficiaries 
We conducted 22 one-to-one interviews with beneficiaries as part of our evidence collection. 
The 22 interviewees were current Soulmates beneficiaries and former Soulmates who are no 
longer attending the organisation’s activities. As evaluators, the one-to-one approach with 
beneficiaries gave us an overall balanced representation.

The interviews gave evaluators a profound insight into the complex issues and challenges 
experienced by Soulmates, coupled with tangible evidence of the impact Safe Soulmates’ work 
has had in their lives. Evaluators found a real mixture of communication needs and therefore 
we simplified our questions to make them fully accessible. 

We have devised a short summary and incorporated beneficiary comments as they truly  
provide a more authentic insight into the experiences of the organisation’s beneficiaries.  
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The key themes that emerged from these interviews were as follows:

• The majority told us their primary motivation for attending was to socialise and not date,  
although a high percentage stated that they felt so much more confident about dating as  
a result of being part of the organisation

• Transportation was raised as a key barrier for accessing the organisation’s activities and the  
rural nature of Cambridgeshire presents real difficulties for Safe Soulmates

• Soulmates who are working said they found it difficult when they missed sessions; however  
they all referenced the value of the WhatsApp chat group for maintaining their social  
connections 

• A number of beneficiaries told us they preferred in person meetings. A number shared that 
they found online Zoom led session difficult and increased their levels of anxiety. Equally, a 
number of respondents communicated that they were more comfortable with the online 
Zoom sessions as they found them  easier to navigate from social perspective. Both groups 
shared that they had found the support provided by Safe Soulmates to be invaluable in 
overcoming their individual concerns for both delivery fomats. 

In the beneficiaries’ words:

 “It’s made a real difference to me and I have really  
enjoyed being connected and meeting with others.”

“There isn’t a worse bit. I really enjoy it. I don’t find  
anything [worse]. I really enjoy it and it’s good. I prefer  
the Ely events but I find them easier to travel to.” 

“The best bit was everything, the whole experience was awesome  
-the fact they organise regular trips and hangouts, it’s awesome.  
I got involved in the dating side - I found it really useful. They supported 
with the matching process. I tend to attend now for the socialising  
side of things.”

“I wasn’t quite ready for a relationship; the Safe Soulmates’ team  
really helped the situation. I felt really safe with the team there  
which was fantastic. I’d happily attend if it were in the day time.  
I wouldn’t change anything based upon my experience.” 

“It makes me realise I am not the only one struggling, everyone else has 
girlfriends and careers, and I have realised that I am not alone in this.” 

“They couldn’t improve much. The cost is right, Work gets in the way.    
I like the regular emails and I feel really part of the Safe Soulmates  
community; it’s so nice to feel included as a part of the group. I cycle 
everywhere, so transport is easy.” 

“It’s free spirited and I liked the spirit of the group for dating in  
the modern environment. I feel better equipped to date outside  
of Safe Soulmates as a result of what I leant at Safe Soulmates.” 

“The team are fantastic -they are very upbeat and cheerful, good  
at bringing people together; lots of disability groups are patronised.  
They have a really good way of getting to know us all.” 

“It’s a like a caring and supportive environment to  
meet new people and build up confidence. It has made  
a massive impact to my life attending Safe Soulmates.”
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Facilitated evaluation sessions  
Facilitated evaluation sessions were delivered online and at a Safe Soulmates’ social evening 
in November 2021. Overall the evaluators meet with fifteen beneficiaries. 

The direct feedback gained in a socially focused environment was very beneficial. Beneficiaries 
freely shared how much they enjoyed Safe Soulmates. All were hugely positive about the  
organisation’s service offering.  A high number of beneficiaries stated they were previously part 
of youth clubs or attended youth centres in their local community. Youth centres provided  
valuable opportunities for socialising, there are two main reasons attributed for this: 

 i.  Beneficiaries have become adults and can no longer attend such groups, as they are not  
     suitable for them to attend as independent adults. 
 ii.  Youth centre and group have drastically reduced over the last decade as result of funding  
  cut backs. 

As evaluators, we learnt that the system supporting additional needs in adults in 
Cambridgeshire is challenging to navigate. It is extremely difficult to find places where 
they are treated as adults, with a distinct lack of choice locally within the services.

The groups fedback how different they found Safe Soulmates, compared with other  
organisations and service providers in the marketplace for adult with additional needs. 

A number of beneficiaries accessing Safe Soulmate were found to be traveling to meetings 
from outside of Cambridgeshire and a significant distance. This demonstrates the limited offer 
in other localities for adults with additional needs looking to socialise and dating opportunites 
with their peers. 

Participants in these sessions were asked:  

 1. What’s the biggest difference Safe Soulmates has made for you? 

Meeting and getting to know peers in an adult and positive environment was the most  
common response. Some stated how the support they received at the groups made it feel  
so comfortable for them whilst still being respected as individual adults. 

 2. Are you most interested in dating or building up your social network? 

We received a mixed response on dating and socialising as the primary motivator; however, 
Soulmates made it abundantly clear that they felt far better equipped for both options as a 
result of being members of the organisation. 

 3. Do you feel safer and better equipped to date as a result of attending Safe Soulmates? 

Participants told evaluators how common “mate crime” was amongst their peers; they said in  
the Safe Soulmates’ sessions, support and learning opportunities were invaluable for 
helping them navigate this difficult issue. 

A number of respondents shared their personal experiences of “mate crime” and using  
mainstream online dating apps. They stated that the approach taken by the Safe Soulmates’ 
team of interviewing members meant that they felt safer when they introduce members to 
one another. 

“I don’t trust dating websites as they’re not safe and you don’t know who you are talking to  
- I don’t feel safe. They could be anyone - the Safe Soulmates team really know us all and they 
match us so well together. I find dating very tricky to work out.”

 4.  How do you find the costs of membership for Safe Soulmates? 

Soulmates told us that they were really impressed that the money raised by membership fees 
supported the wide range of events and activities made available by Safe Soulmates. 

Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 11



Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 12

 5. What is unique about Safe Soulmates?

Participants told us that in terms of dating, Safe Soulmates is truly unique. They told us there 
are a few groups in London but costs are prohibitive and that they neither knew the area nor 
could afford to travel.  

 6. What do you think of the support you get from Safe Soulmates? 

Participants told us that the support they get from the team is excellent and this is best  
summarised by this response:

“[The Safe Soulmates team] treat me like an adult when I come to meet ups. The structure 
really helps me to feel supported and secure to socialise and meet new people. The rigid  
timetable of meetings help me to build my week and have stuff to look forward to.”

 7. What do Safe Soulmates do for you that you didn’t have before?

Participants told evaluators that being members of Safe Soulmates had greatly improved their 
lives in relatively simplistic ways, such as:  

“Going to the pub and meeting people was new to me and I have really enjoyed this. They do 
this once a month - I really look forward to it.” 

Parents and carers online surveys
We received 18 responses to the online parents and carers survey. 35% of parent and carer  
respondents have supported an adult to attend Safe Soulmates over a 12 month to two year period. 

The survey results provided evidence that the work of Safe Soulmates has had a notable 
impact for parents and careers who support adults with additional needs.

The results support the importance of the work that Safe Soulmates do, especially in relation 
to the high numbers of those who experience “mate crime”. 

The results show that the organisation makes a significant impact in reducing the levels of 
isolation that Safe Soulmates experience. Directly quoting from the parents’ and carers’ survey: 

42%  reported that the adult they support has been a victim of “mate crime”

42%  reported that the adult they support has felt unsafe online

35%  reported that the adult they support has felt socially isolated; since being part of Safe  
 Soulmates this has reduced to 6%

94% reported that a lack of opportunities is the biggest issue preventing the adult they  
 support from dating and building lasting relationships

69%  stated that they thought Safe Soulmates was excellent with 25% stating it is very good 

70%  stated that they find Safe Soulmates a better, more comprehensive source of  
 information for supporting adults with additional needs

68%  stated that they feel less pressured in their caring capacity as a result of finding 
 Safe Soulmates 

61%  of parents and carers responding said they feel more connected to other parent and  
 carers who support other adults with additional needs. Providing a valuable opportunity  
 to support one another and shared their experiences with one another.
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One-to-one interviews with parents & carers 
In order to provide direct voice and feedback opportunities to parents and carers, the team 
interviewed many of them; and the following captures their views:  
 
“Everything is done very professionally and as if by a much larger organisation with much 
greater resources.  Facilitation of meetings and meet-ups; selection and variety of activities; 
safety consciousness; friendliness patience availability, communications, response times. 
Everything is first class.” 

“The service is fabulous and well run. Safe Soulmates are trying to cover such a huge area: Ely, 
Cambridge, March and looking to Peterborough. The need for support and transport options 
are vital; the role of volunteers is key to making the service grow and be sustainable to cover 
more areas and provide more support.”

“The Safe Soulmates approach is so right [for] independent adults and they do a fabulous job. 
Treating people more as adults is better. Considerations around group support and transport is 
so important.”

Additional beneficiary comments about  
Safe Soulmates  

“They make people with learning disabilities feel included and listened to fully.  
We’re treated as independent adults when we attend Safe Soulmates.”

“Safe Soulmates really listen to us. If we have problems, we text them  
and they always reply to us with help and support. They always help us.  
I met a girlfriend through Safe Soulmates.”

“Everyone with learning disabilities spending time together, socialising and going out  
on dates. It’s a good time together. The social aspect is the most important factor for me.” 

“I am interested in both sides, friendship and dating, but the friendship  
is the best bit and we’ll see where that leads. It’s so nice and Safe  
Soulmates team are really good at introductions and connections.  
Safe Soulmates team really do take time to get to know us all.”

“There are no other groups locally like this; it being local is so important to me.”

“Women tend to giggle around me. I had a really bad experience with dating  
and I have found it very difficult. I have asked the Safe Soulmates team to help  
me with how to approach dating. I have been taken advantage of before and  
I have talked this through with Safe Soulmates which has really helped me.”

“Safe Soulmates is brilliant.” 

“I really struggled. I found I was depressed. I had nowhere to go.  
Safe Soulmates really helped me. It was so depressing before.   
I am used to being on my own, but going out, I really struggled with.” 

“Safe Soulmates is wonderful. I cannot tell you what my life was like without it.  
I didn’t have any social life at all and now I do have loads of friends.” 

“I’d give it 10/10 and it make me feel fantastic being part of the group.  
It’s the people and the environment that make it work. Their events  
are brilliant and they make so much effort for us all.” 



Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 14

Covid-19 Pandemic impact on beneficiaries
The Covid-19 pandemic has detrimentally impacted on adults with additional needs with  
Soulmates reporting that as a result of the pandemic, they felt more socially isolated and anxious 
from other people. A significant number of beneficiaries stated that being part of Safe Soulmates 
had really been a ‘lifeline’ to them during the Covid restrictions and multiple lockdowns. 

“I really struggled. I found it depressing. I had nowhere to go. Safe Soulmates really did help 
me during this time. It was so depressing.  I am used to being on my own so I am used to it, 
not going out. Not having my carer or transport made the pandemic so difficult for me.” 

Exceeding outcomes and outputs 
The findings provide strong evidence of the great social and individual personal value produced by 
the work of Safe Soulmates. The insight gained directly from beneficiaries clearly showed that their 
confidence and self-esteem have increased through accessing the services offered by Safe  
Soulmates. The organisation is driven by two very committed and talented co-founders,  
well-equipped to meet the identified  individualised and bespoke needs of a vulnerable  
beneficiary group.

We have summarised the organisations’ outcomes into four key themes to demonstrate  
the successful social impact delivered.  

Reducing social isolation and loneliness 

In relation to reducing isolation and loneliness, the objective evidence suggests that this is  
one area in which Safe Soulmates makes the most impact for beneficiaries. A number of those  
interviewed shared that attending Safe Soulmates’ events is their only social interaction  
with peers during their normal every day week.

Improved physical and emotional wellbeing 

Based upon the data and insight collected as part of the evaluation, it is evident that the or-
ganisation is performing very effectively with regards to improving the participants’ physical 
and emotional wellbeing.  There has been a marked improvement in beneficiaries’ physical 
health by getting them more active and mobile. As to emotional wellbeing, the socialisation 
and time spent with peers supports beneficiaries to improve their emotional wellbeing. 

Improved sense of safety

In the process of collecting our evaluation evidence, the issue of personal safety was  
commonplace. A significant number of Soulmates shared their personal experiences of “mate 
crime”. Soulmates had stated that they did not feel safe using conventional dating apps and 
websites. The survey indicated strong improvements in the sense of safety as a commonly 
shared experience amongst the beneficiaries. 
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Improved confidence and independence 

Throughout the evaluation exercise, we spent copious time with Soulmates exploring their  
experiences of building their confidence and boosting their sense of independence. 

The overriding findings were that Soulmates found the team’s approach of treating them all 
as adult peers was an enormous contributing factor to improving their confidence. A number 
who had led sessions or organised their own meet ups said that this was a direct result of the 
skills they had developed through attending the social meet up events run by Safe Soulmates. 

Outputs in 2021 

Number of friendship and romantic introductions 55

Number of online socials 298

Number of in-person socials 83

Number of hours of connected online delivery 4,712

Connected hours of in-person delivery 1,231 

New Soulmates joining groups 37 

Total number of Soulmates supported in 2021 158 

Overall, the organisation is delivering exceptional outcomes and outputs. The skills and expertise of 
the co-founders is a major contributing factor enabling the organisation to perform at this level. 

Beneficiary case studies 

Jane 
Jane joined Safe Soulmates when she was 17 after her mum saw an email about the  
organisation. Jane was nervous about becoming a Soulmate, but after a Zoom meeting  
with Vicky and Christine she soon felt encouraged, comforted and excited to join.

Before joining Safe Soulmates, Jane was, in her own words: ‘Shy, speechless and quiet.’  
She would often be anxious about going out of the house and going to new places and would 
be often negative about socialising. 

Safe Soulmates has been ‘life-changing’ for her. She has observed an increase in her own  
confidence and can now ‘talk to anyone’. With support from Vicky and Christine, she’s been 
able to make friends inside and outside of the Soulmates community. 

Making new friends within Safe Soulmates has given Jane the skills and confidence to make 
friends at her college. Safe Soulmates have helped her to become more independent; she  
now occasionally gets the bus to college by herself as a result of her increased confidence. 

Jane learnt ‘Makaton’, a variation of sign language, while she was at school because she  
wanted to communicate with a deaf friend and she is now training as a Makaton sign  
language teacher. 

Vicky and Christine created an opportunity for Jane to use her Makaton skills: she ran a weekly 
signing classes for Soulmates, she was paid to lead these classes through the lockdown to 
support the group. Providing her with a real sense of achievement. This is an example of the 
skill demonstrated by Vicky and Christine in helping Soulmates to recognise their talents and 
put them to use, increasing their confidence and helping them to make new connections.

Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 15
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Amelia
Amelia has been coming to Safe Soulmates for two years. She said: ‘Safe Soulmates, it’s  
wonderful. I cannot tell you what my life was like without it. I didn’t have any social life  
at all and now I do have loads of friends.’ 

‘I now have a boyfriend that I went to school with. Safe Soulmates helped me to know how to 
deal with a relationship properly. I have so many friends through this group that I can go to for 
help. When I don’t feel safe, I can go to them. My mum found SSM and told me about them.  
It’s made such a huge difference to my life.’

‘There are no other groups locally like this; it being local is so important to me.  I am interested 
in both the dating and friendships. The friendship is the best bit and I like to see where that 
leads.’

‘The Safe Soulmates’ team are really good at introductions and connections. The team really 
do take time to get to know us all. The zoom socials have been good if you’re in the mood for it, 
sometimes especially on zoom there are things I don’t want to think about.’

‘I’d give it 10/10 and it makes me feel fantastic being part of the group. It’s the people  
and the environment that makes it work; their events are brilliant and they make so  
much effort for us all.’ 

David 

David reconnected with Vicky through Safe Soulmates as he had met her at a befriending  
initiative she had previously run. A few months later, Vicky asked David if he wanted to join 
something called ‘Safe Soulmates’ and he had said ‘yes!’. David has been part of Safe  
Soulmates ever since.

Before becoming a Soulmate, the fear of being judged was a major barrier for David when 
meeting new people. He felt nervous and would not talk unless spoken to. Thoughts would  
run through his mind: ‘Will they like me?’, ‘Will they not like me?’, ‘Will they actually talk to 
me?’, ‘Would we have things in common?’. 

Since joining Safe Soulmates, these anxieties have not been an issue because he has been  
supported by Vicky and Christine to say what he wants and not feel as if he is being judged.  
He always feels safe at Safe Soulmates events and never feels worried about being judged  
by anyone. If he felt like he was being judged, he would not feel comfortable going anymore.

The alleviation of this anxiety relating to meeting new people has improved David ’s physical 
and mental wellbeing. His confidence has also increased as he knows he will know people at 
Safe Soulmates events, and if there are any new members, Vicky and Christine take the time  
to introduce them in a supported way.

David now has a much better social life. He did have some friends before joining Safe  
Soulmates, but he often felt restricted in what he could do and say with those friends.  
David has met a lot of new people from Safe Soulmates who he can be himself with.

David is in a WhatsApp group set up by Safe Soulmates. The Soulmates chat on a daily  
basis, updating each other on what they have been doing and arranging meet-ups in  
Cambridgeshire. Vicky and Christine are part of the group to ensure everyone is safe;  
for example, they intervene when someone starts swearing.

Safe Soulmates have a user-led approach; sessions are often guided by Soulmates’ interests, 
talents and skills. This is one of the highlights of Safe Soulmates for David . He mentioned that 
they do a music/band session, and he successfully led ten music sessions himself using his 
talent on the keyboard. 
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Amir
Amir joined Safe Soulmates four months ago and is a relatively new Soulmate. Amir first heard 
about Safe Soulmates from his mum - who had read about them on the internet. She told 
Amir about it and said it would be good for improving his confidence. Amir looked it up and 
thought, ‘this looks like a really good organisation!’ Since joining Safe Soulmates Amir has 
found lots of friends and feels as if he has made people happy; he stated, ‘it’s been really good 
and enjoyable.’

Amir was nervous to start off with, but now he feels like he can socialise with anyone, because 
of all the new friends he has made. The biggest difference Safe Soulmates has made to  
Amir’s life is improving his confidence.  Amir was bullied at school and college, which really 
undermined his confidence. The lockdown was also a knock to his confidence. Safe Soulmates 
has helped it to come back. Amir has enjoyed and gained confidence from getting to know 
people: ‘They want to know me; I want to know them; it’s just been great.’ Although Amir 
has not done any dating so far, he loves the opportunities to socialise.

Safe Soulmates has improved Amir ’s mental health as it enables him to get out and about 
more. It has also helped him to become more independent - he drives himself to in-person 
events.

Moreover, Amir feels much safer as a result of being a part of Safe Soulmates. He lives around 
the March area of Cambridge and does not like going out alone at night time because of his 
past experiences of being bullied. He still feels unsafe going out at night alone in Cambridge, 
but he feels safer when he is out with other people. Making friends through Safe Soulmates 
has helped him to feel safer, especially as he now has friends he can go out with at night and 
socialise with.

Giles 

Giles joined Safe Soulmates around six months ago. He is based in Cambridgeshire; he is a 
wheelchair user, so he shared how reliant his social life is on other people, especially drivers 
who can accommodate his needs. 

He described Safe Soulmates as, ‘Excellent, they make people with learning difficulties feel 
included and listened to fully. We’re treated as independent adults when we attend Safe 
Soulmates.’

“Safe Soulmates really listen to us. If we have problems we text them and they always 
reply to us with help and support. They always help us. I met a girlfriend through Safe 
Soulmates; we have been going out for a few months. We met at a Safe Soulmates  
bowling event and then we went on a separate date afterwards. Her parents often  
come with us which is really helpful.” 

Giles said, ‘Safe Soulmates has really helped improve my confidence in relation to dating 
which has been really good. I have struggled with transport and I am reliant on having  
transport to drive me around which has let me down lots recently. I only have one driver  
and so I have weeks where they aren’t able to help me at all. This really does cause me  
to be isolated for longer periods which are totally out of my control.’ 
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Robert
Robert has been a member of Safe Soulmates for almost two years; he works full time and 
attends as often as he can working around his shifts. 

Robert said: “The socials are the best bit. I join Safe Soulmates when I am not working.  
It really helps me to meet people outside of work and there is a constant change there. 
Safe Soulmates is more sociable and I feel more comfortable here.” 

Robert shared some of the difficulties he has found in relation to dating. He has been  
a victim of “mate crime”, and this has left him struggling to trust others. He said:

“Women tend to giggle around me. I had a really [hard] experience with dating and I  
have found it very difficult. I have asked Safe Soulmates team to help me learn how to  
approach dating. I have been taken advantage of before and I have talked to the Safe 
Soulmates team about it which has really helped me. I love meeting new people. Safe  
Soulmates has really helped me in so many ways. The social meet ups are the highlight  
of my week. I fit it all in around my job and I look forward to it.”

Parents and carer case studies

Habiba 
Habiba’s son, Ade is thirty years old and is autistic. He has difficulties with the use of language 
and socialisation, despite being very social. For Habiba, one of the biggest challenges being 
Ade’s primary carer is reducing his social isolation. This got far worse during the lockdowns 
which prompted him to seek help, and this is when he found Safe Soulmates. 

Coming from a loud, noisy, emotional family, Habiba has always wanted him to ‘live his adult 
life as we all do and not to feel marginalised.’ Prior to joining Safe Soulmates, Ade moved into 
supported living. However, it was not the right fit: he found the environment and residents 
challenging and became so isolated, he had a mental breakdown. This also affected Habiba’s 
confidence as a carer.

For the two past years, Ade has been living at home with his family. Since then, his wellbeing 
and confidence has much improved, and he now attends supported work four days a week.

Unlike many Soulmates and their families, who mostly live in and around Cambridge, 
Habiba and Ade live in Hertfordshire. Habiba comments that Hertfordshire can sometimes be 
a frustrating place to be a parent and carer for a person with additional needs: “It’s not 
the most progressive of counties.”

As a result of the austerity measures, some public services have been poorly funded. Habiba 
also feels there is sometimes judgement from the community: ‘I’m tired of being known as 
the family with the son with special needs… people make assumptions and I hate that.’ 

Whilst Safe Soulmates is a physical distance, during the lockdown it did not matter, as Ade 
was able to join events online; Habiba states ‘it was a bridge for us at the time.’ It took a while 
for Ade to become comfortable meeting people online, however Vicky and Christine quickly 
became aware that online events were not easy for Ade and were ‘very encouraging.’

The inclusive, non-judgmental and non-hierarchical nature of the Soulmates community, 
especially the way in which the staff team interact with Soulmates, has been critical to 
Ade’s progress. Respect is important to Ade because he has been the victim of bullying in a 
number of places. 
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Habiba said:  ‘The Safe Soulmates team have made it very clear that they’re not ‘supporters’ 
to the Soulmates but ‘enablers’, and achieve the balance of managing the group, without 
being authoritarian. They treat everyone as adults and it encourages the Soulmates to 
make their own decisions about relationships. Safe Soulmates team do ‘see the person and 
not the disability.’

The camaraderie and peer support within the Soulmates community has had a positive 
impact on Ade. Now he enjoys participating - the Soulmates community’s supportiveness 
has made him realise it does not matter if he gets it wrong. 

Safe Soulmates gives an opportunity for Soulmates to share experiences and have 
conversations about issues that affect them, and emphasise with others. A fellow Soulmate, 
Darren, ran a session about “mate crime” of which we had unfortunately been a victim.  Ade, 
who shares a similar experience, was quite upset for Darren. Ade has enormous affection for 
the other Soulmates, even though he has not necessarily had a lot of one-to-one interaction 
with them. 

The fact that individuals within the group are high functioning has also been significant for 
Ade; ‘the right peer group makes such a difference to his wellbeing.’  Ade struggles with being 
marginalised because of disability and when he notices this, he will retreat very rapidly. He 
does not see himself as having a disability, but instead as having a different way of thinking.’

As well as a lifeline for Soulmates, Safe Soulmates provides encouragement and support for 
carers and parents. For example, Habiba was having a difficult week and was not in a good 
place because of a few setbacks in obtaining supported housing for Ade. ‘They get that if 
you have a failed experience of supported living, they’re not going to judge us as 
being difficult.’

Safe Soulmates has also improved Habiba and her husband’s wellbeing by relieving their 
anxieties about parenting. Habiba says Safe Soulmates has helped them to know they have 
done their best for Ade and given him choices which reflect him and his desires.

Although Ade has not yet benefited from Safe Soulmates in a romantic way, his confidence 
has dramatically improved.  This has been due to a range of factors, but in particular, as a result 
of receiving psychotherapy which was signposted by Safe Soulmates. The psychotherapist, Chris 
Meredith, understood him and helped him through a crisis. Ade’ confidence has increased so 
much that Habiba is now looking for Ade to move into supported living again.

 ‘Safe Soulmates gives added value to life, which you can’t necessarily measure.’
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Gina 
Gina’s brother is 58. He is differently abled and light and sound sensitive due to Autism. Before  
joining Safe Soulmates, he suffered from depression and would frequently indicate he was 
lonely and socially isolated.  He would frequently indicate feeling unsafe in social settings  
outside their home. Unfortunately, Gina’s brother had been a victim of “mate crime” (the  
exploitation, abuse or theft from any person at risk from those they consider to be their 
friends.) which had seriously undermined his confidence.

Gina’s brother has been a member of Safe Soulmates for more than a year. Gina has seen a 
real change in her brother’s behaviour and how he interacts with others as a result. She stated 
that, ‘He has shown more confidence and feels he has been ‘seen’ and ‘heard’ for who  
he is. I have also observed his confidence is growing as his depression has improved. 
Consequently, he feels as though he is less of a burden on his carers and family and 
therefore is ‘happier’ within himself.’

Since joining Safe Soulmates, Gina’s brother now only ’rarely’ reports feeling unsafe in social 
settings outside their home and only ‘sometimes’ indicates he feels lonely and socially isolated. 
Like many other families, Gina believes the Safe Soulmate’s team are extremely skilled at what 
they do and the services that they offer are unique:

‘They are the most brilliant team. They manage on a busy zoom call to keep everyone  
engaged and feeling welcome. They are also wonderful at keeping the conversation  
moving and in a positive way while still ‘teaching’ life skills that work for everyone.  
So, so special. I have never seen such skill before and I’ve seen many different services  
in the past and this one stands out as unique.’

Gina does not know where she would go to find social opportunities for her brother if Safe  
Soulmates was not operating in Cambridgeshire: ‘I really do not know where I would find  
new opportunities; it is so hard.’

As well as having a transformative effect on the overall wellbeing of her brother, Gina 
recognises the impact Safe Soulmates has had on her as  a carer: ‘‘I have met many carers 
and parents through Soulmates and it’s really good to have a community where we can 
share knowledge and help each other too. Good for the morale for us carers too. Being  
a carer is so isolating!’

Safe Soulmates plays a vital role for families  and carers as a signposting service, supporting 
them to access the right agencies. Gina praised this particular aspect of support, in particular 
the timely manner (the ‘day or next day’) they are able to come back with the appropriate  
guidance. 

Sarah
Sarah’s daughter is autistic with dyspraxia and has significant sensory difficulties.  Sarah told 
us that her daughter has never managed to build or maintain any friendships, despite 
desperately wanting friends, due to her difficulties with social interaction and communication.  
She suffers with high levels of anxiety, which combined with other factors of her diagnosis, 
can lead to challenging behaviour.  

She moved into supported living accommodation in February 2020 just before the first 
national lockdown. Sarah recounted that: 

“My daughter was struggling through the lockdown, partly due to the Covid-19 situation but 
also because she had moved out of home and into supported living, not knowing anyone 
and not having any friends. 
 
She was also experiencing difficulties with building friendships and working out who to 
trust at the supported living accommodation. Anxiety levels, stress levels and loneliness 
were dangerously high, leading to her being placed on a high intensity therapy waiting list.”
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Safe Soulmates was recommended to Sarah by her Adults with Autism support manager, it 
was suggested that she might want to look into joining Safe Soulmates for finding friendships 
in a safe environment. 

Sarah said: “I looked at the website and identified some things that I thought would interest  
her - for example, I pointed out that usually, outside of lockdown, they organised social events.
 
She was then happier to see that this might be a good idea and she was happy to try it.  
The registration process was easy and my daughter managed to cope with the introduction 
meeting via zoom.  She was sent a list of zoom calls that may be of interest to her; again, she was 
hesitant at this stage, but once I encouraged her that the sooner she attended the “newbies” call, 
the sooner she would have people to talk to.  I think she braved it in the first week.”

Sarah describes Safe Soulmates as a “true lifeline” for her daughter. Sarah said: “highlights 
were the weekly zoom calls; they were so creative.  She has met some friends that she enjoys 
talking to and meeting up with.  The Safe Soulmates team have really helped her when [she] 
experienced difficulties navigating and understanding the complexities of social interaction 
and situations”

“I have seen her confidence grow, especially when she started arranging meet up with her 
friends that she has met through Safe Soulmates. She has been able to access different 
workshops.

My daughter would be in a very different place if it weren’t for Safe Soulmates; her anxieties 
and loneliness would be far worse. The support of the extended network that that brings with 
it, has enabled my daughter to grow mentally and socially through the lockdown, which in 
turn has enabled her to progress well at the supported living accommodation to the point 
where she has now been nominated for independent living.”

“As a carer, Safe Soulmates has made a huge impact on my life; it was reassuring to know 
that my daughter could start building friendships in a safe environment. Knowing the 
conversations were being monitored and any issues, concerns, bullying could be identified 
immediately and addressed was just so reassuring.”

“Safe Soulmates put me in touch with another organisation which has enabled me to employ 
a support worker for my daughter. One of the things the support worker is going to provide 
is travel training for my daughter so that she can travel to Cambridge to attend more of the 
Safe Soulmates ‘meet-ups’ and continue to build on the friendships that she has made within 
Safe Soulmates.’

“Importantly, Safe Soulmates have reduced the pressure on me by enabling me to have my 
own social life.  It’s also been fantastic to see the impact on my daughter and how much she 
has grown in confidence and how much she has grown in term of social skills, interaction and 
communication. I look forward to a time when I will be able to see my daughter being relaxed 
and comfortable around meeting up with established friends; this would not be possible 
without Safe Soulmates.”
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Conclusion 

Based on the evidence analysed as part of this evaluation, it is remarkably clear that Safe  
Soulmates delivers extensively on their outcomes, while also contributing to the wider 
wellbeing of their members. 

Furthermore, it is apparent to the evaluation team  that the organisation provides a unique 
approach, especially when compared to beneficiaries’ experiences of other comparable local 
services. The authentic approach taken by Safe Soulmates’ team to include and support the  
beneficiaries in order to increase their confidence in socialising and relationships is highly effective. 

All three beneficiary groups and stakeholders who engaged in the evaluation deemed  
the strength of the organisation to be their individualised approach to each Soulmate. 
This flexible, bespoke approach represents a key asset of the organisation. 

Indeed, a high number of parents and carers commented that they wish there were more  
organisations like Safe Soulmates which operated in such an authentic person-centred way. 

In addition, many parents and carers fed back that Safe Soulmates’ approach treated the 
beneficiaries as independent adults wanting to socialise and meet those interested in 
relationships in much the same way as their peers who are not considered to have additional 
needs. In this way, the organisation demonstrates its inclusive ethos.

Soulmates clearly communicated that the organisation’s approach towards them had greatly 
helped them to grow in confidence, increase their social circle and in some cases, form lasting 
relationships. 

Soulmates communicated with evaluators the extent to which outside of Soulmates they really 
suffered from social isolation and loneliness. With many citing the hugely detrimental impact 
of Covid-19 on their lives. A high number communicated that Safe Soulmate’s online delivery 
was one of the only activities in their week, when sadly all other services and employment 
were cancelled.

Soulmates told us frequently how supported they felt from the Safe Soulmates’ team, with 
some of them sharing with us how they had previously gone on dates that had not gone well. 
They told us how the Safe Soulmates team had always followed up with them in one-to-one 
calls they communicated that they felt thoroughly looked after and appropriately supported 
throughout the process.

Soulmates were eager to express just how unique the service and support offered by the 
organisation was, with many stating that the nearest comparable groups to Safe Soulmates 
were based in London which were inaccessible to them. Recognition must be given to the 
rural nature of Cambridgeshire and the extreme challenges posed by transport to Soulmates 
attempting to build truly independent lives. 

Further work or consideration should be given to how the organisation will grow and achieve a 
greater level of sustainability. This is a difficult and challenging time to operate and achieve in 
the current climate within the voluntary, community and social enterprise sector. 

Overall, the organisation, Safe Soulmates, has achieved impressive results and demonstrates a 
high level of successful delivery against the intended project outcomes. Below we have shared 
some of the most resounding, wonderful endorsements, quoted from the Safe Soulmates 
themselves. 



Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 23Safe Soulmates - Year One Evaluation 23

‘I have met many carers and parents through Soulmates and  
it’s really good to have a community where we can share  
knowledge and help each other too. Good for the morale for  
us carers too. Being a carer is so isolating!’

‘Safe Soulmates have reduced the pressure on me by enabling me to  
have my own social life.  It’s also been fantastic to see the impact on  
my daughter and how much she has grown in confidence and how  
much she has grown in term of social skills, interaction and  
communication. I look forward to a time when I will be able to see my 
daughter being relaxed and comfortable around meeting up with  
established friends; this would not be possible without Safe Soulmates.’

‘Everything is done very professionally and as if by a much larger 
organisation with much greater resources.  Facilitation of meetings  
and meet-ups, selection and variety of activities, safety consciousness,  
friendliness, patience, availability, communications, response times 
everything is first class.’ 
 
‘Safe Soulmates gives added value to life,  
which you can’t necessarily measure.’ 

‘He has shown more confidence and feels he has been ‘seen’ and ‘heard’ 
for who he is. I have also observed his confidence is growing as his  
depression has improved. Consequently, he feels as though he is less of a 
burden on his carers and family and therefore is ‘happier within himself.”

‘They are the most brilliant team. They manage on a busy zoom call to 
keep everyone engaged and feeling welcome. They are also wonderful  
at keeping the conversation moving and in a positive way while still  
‘teaching’ life skills that work for everyone. So, so special. I have never 
seen such skill before and I’ve seen many different services in the past  
and this one stands out as unique.’

‘Joining Safe Soulmates has truly been a lifeline for my daughter,  
the key highlights were the weekly zoom calls; they were so creative.   
She has met some friends that she enjoys talking to and meeting up  
with.  The Safe Soulmates team have really helped her when she  


