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Introduction

The Baytree Centre was established in 1991 as a local educational
charity aiming to reduce social inequalities. For 30 years we have
been supporting women and girls in achieving their aspirations

through coaching, mentorship, workshops and ESOL classes.

When the COVID pandemic affected the UK, we stopped in-person
services on the 17th of March, ahead of the official lockdown on the
23rd of March 2020, to protect the women and girls we serve, as well
as our staff and volunteers. We resumed our services online in the
following week and continued to work with our users to help them

manage and continue to grow in this challenging situation.

To understand how we could continue to support our users during
the pandemic lockdowns, we conducted wellbeing check ins in
March and April 2020 and in January 2021. This report outlines our
findings from these services, aiming to outline: 1) How the
pandemics impacted the lives and wellbeing of our users; 2) The
challenges experienced by our users, and; 3) The support our users
expressed they needed and how they preferred to receive this

support during the lockdowns.
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Methodology

We conducted the initial survey in late
March and early April 2020 during the
beginning of the first lockdown. Our
coaches and youth workers phoned all
users and completed interviews with
92 girls (or their parents/carers) and
96 women (response rate 39% and 40%
respectively).

The follow-up survey was conducted
during the third lockdown in January
2021. For this survey we completed
interviews with 77 girls (or their
parents/carers) and 136 women
(response rate 55% and 80%
respectively).

Our surveys were mixed methods with
primarily open-ended questions.
Responses were summarised by
interviewers but not audio recorded or
transcribed. Interviews were conducted
via telephone in English or Spanish. We
did not offer any incentivisation but
attempted to minimise non-response
by reaching out to non-responding
users at least twice.

Surveys:

March [ April 2020
(first lockdown)
&

January 20221
(third lockdown)
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How the Pandemic
Impacted the Lives
of Users

Even prior to the pandemic our users experienced a number of
challenging life circumstances; while we do not collect financial data
on users we serve, we know that most of them live in communities
that have high levels of multiple deprivations. Because many of our
users are immigrants, who do not have English as a main language,
they tend to struggle to access employment and public services.

In many ways the pandemic impacted our users more profoundly

than the rest of the population because it exacerbated issues they

were already experiencing.
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Challenges
Experienced by Users

When we spoke with our users through the surveys, we uncovered
five main themes in the challenges they reported. These are outlined

below in approximate order of their prevalence.

@ 1. Health Challenges

Mental and physical health concerns were by far the most common,
reported by approximately 40% of users in our initial survey in March
and April 2020. Concerns related to physical health, with a
significant minority of our users reporting that existing physical
health conditions were more difficult to manage during the
lockdown or that these made them more vulnerable to COVID.
During the initial lockdown 10% of our users (19 out of 182) reported
they or a member of their household had been asked to shield for
12 weeks. This is twice what one would expect when considering the
number of people asked to shield across the country and the
average household size in London.[1]

Baytree users reported high levels of anxiety, citing worries about
COVID and its implications for their livelihoods and their future.
Some users described this left them feeling so stressed that they
experienced physical symptoms such as being unable to sleep,
feeling tired or having poor appetite. Users with existing anxiety said
it worsened, though a few described that they felt more people

could relate to their challenges with anxiety.
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The centre’s users, and in particular the youth users, expressed
extensive boredom since the lockdown cut them off from activities
and people that they would usually spend their time with. This
contributed to household arguments and strained household
relations. Although some respondents reported that household
relations were strained due to household arguments (5), worries
about the pandemic (4) and lack of space (3), most users (88%
i.e. 150 out of 170) reported that they had good relationships with
members of their household.

The proportion of youth who indicated that they were struggling with
physical or mental health fell from 11% (10 out of 93) in March 2020
to 3% (2 out of 60) in January 2021. The opposite trend occurred
among the respondents from our women’s services where the
proportion increased from 11% (10 out of 89) to 19% (23 out of 124).
This could be due to the increased risk of COVID complications
relative to age and the increased awareness of this correlation: By
January 2021 our users would likely have been aware that the virus
is more dangerous to the older part of the population. Additionally,
more of them would have fallen ill, which would have impacted the

women more severely than the youth.

As such it is perhaps not surprising that the proportion of women
reporting physical and mental health challenges increased.
However, it is contrary to findings in a government report which
indicated that: 1) The pandemic impacted the wellbeing of youth
more than the wellbeing of adults, and; 2) The adverse impact of
the pandemic on the mental health of the population decreased
over time for all age groups (Office for Health Improvement &
Disparities 2021).

[1] During the initial lockdown 1.3 million people in the UK were asked to shield
(Office for National Statistics 2020). The average household size in London is 2.55
(Statista 2011).
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2. Financial and
=
Employment Concerns

Baytree users were concerned about their financial situation during
the lockdowns, with 27% reporting they could not cope financially
with household needs. While some of our users were employed prior
to the pandemic, a significant proportion were on zero-hour
contracts or in jobs where demand decreased during the
lockdowns, such as cleaning or cab driving. By the third lockdown
only 38% of our users of women’s services were employed. As such,
many of the households that use Baytree services relied on financial
support provided by family members, welfare payments and/or
food vouchers.

However, users emphasise that both employment and welfare
support is difficult for them to obtain as a result of their limited
English (74% of Baytree users have a native language other than
English). ESOL classes have always been a key component of
Baytree services, to help women integrate and gain employment
suitable for their educational and professional backgrounds. We re-
started ESOL classes online in the week after closing in-person
services but experienced a drop in user numbers.
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03. Technological

Equipment Needs

Across both the surveys we did with youth and women, lack of
access to functioning technology was a recurrent theme. In our
initial survey, 13% of youth (12 out of 92) and 10% of women (10 out
of 96) reported they lacked access to technological equipment or
services. Most of these needed a laptop for children’s education,
with some youth being unable to continue their education during
the initial lockdown. One family explained they had a laptop, but
that it had to be shared between four children at different
educational levels. Other technology related issues pertaining to
lack of access to internet, functioning smartphones and printers

were also raised by our users.

It is noteworthy that the proportion of women who answered that
they lacked technology doubled between the first lockdown (10%)
and the third one (21%), while the proportion of children that
needed a technology dropped from 13% to 4% in the same period.
This is likely because of government- and school-based
programmes providing children with laptops for online schooling.
However, as the proportion of women lacking technology increased,
it is also possible that mothers may have prioritised their children’s

access to computers over their own.
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4. Online Academic Learning

None of the youth who partook in our initial survey went to school
in-person (0 out of 85) and only 2% of women had children who
attended school in-person (2 out of 83). By the follow-up survey
this had increased to 7% (4 out of 56) and 37% (50 out of 134). This
change is likely due to a change in government regulations: Schools
remained open to children of critical workers and vulnerable
children, but during the first lockdown there was a rule that no more
than 20% of students could attend in-person, however, this cap was
removed during the third lockdown. Additionally, attendance for
vulnerable children was mandated during the third lockdown (BB
Law 2021).

The youth who were educated online during the pandemic indicated
they were struggling with a lack of support for academic learning.
The women’s service users who were mothers indicated they were
unable to help their children with their studies due to a language
barrier, which also prevented them from communicating with their
children’s school. Moreover, working in tight quarters, with several
family member and limited IT equipment further prevented the
respondents from focusing on their education. By the third lockdown
50% of our youth respondents (28 out of 56) reported that online
working was functioning well, versus 14% (8) saying they still could
not participate properly due to not having a laptop, a further 13%

(7) indicating they were struggling with online learning, and 5% (3)
not attending school at all.[2]

[2] The remaining respondents were studying but did not indicate how well
they felt it was going. 7% (4) were attending school, 7% (4) were home

schooled and 2% (1) was ill.
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@ 5. Accommodation Issues

The proportion of women respondents who reported issues with
their accommodation increased from 1in 16 during the initial
lockdown to 1in 5 during the third lockdown. This appears to be a
result of increasing economic pressures following unemployment or
underemployment during the pandemic. In our initial survey users
primarily described having a lack of space, although a couple were
worried about accommodation or experiencing delays in getting
permanent accommodation. At the time of the follow up survey, 7%
(10 out of 136) needed help with finding new housing, 5% (7 out of
136) lived in housing with repair needs, 2% (3 out of 136) lived in
temporary accommodation, 1% (2 out of 136) were looking for new
housing and 1% (2 out of 136) said they would need housing support
in the near future.
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Support Needed

In our initial survey, 90% of women (85 out of 94) and 75% of youth
(66 out of 88) indicated they still wanted to receive the same
services from Baytree where these could be delivered online. Women
wanted to continue with learning support (60), mentoring (11) and
coaching (11). Youth expressed particular interest in continuing with
activities including classes, crafts and challenges (32), mentoring
(19) and our programme junior Spark[3] (12).

33% of women (31 out of 93) and 43% of youth (37 out of 86)
expressed an interest in receiving support from the Baytree Centre
beyond what they had made use of prior to the pandemic.
Specifically, women requested additional help with mental health
challenges (4), accessing welfare benefits (4), academic support
(4), employment concerns (3), technological device challenges (3)
and children’s needs (3) Youth respondents asked for additional
help with academic support (15), technology device challenges (10),
mentoring (7), parent support needs (5) and food vouchers (5).

[3] Junior Spark covers professional development, life skills and employability

skills.
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We surveyed our users to understand how and when they preferred
to receive online services. Most respondents (69%) indicated the
technology they preferred for provision of online services was phone
calls, though 59% preferred WhatsApp and 46% preferred text
messages. Emails and virtual meetings were less popular options
preferred by 22% and 18% respectively. This is likely because 85% of
respondents had access to smartphones whereas only 29% had
access to laptops, 28% had access to tablets and 15% had access to
computers. 92% of respondents had access to Wi-Fi, with 8% of our
respondents relying on phone data or having no access to the
internet at home.

Preferred Technology for Support
100%
90%
80%
70%

59%

50% 46%
40%
30%
2% 18%
20%

Phone call Whatsapp Text Email Virtual meeting

Graph 1: Preferred Technology for Provision of Online Baytree Services

In our follow-up survey, we asked our respondents about what days
and times they were available to attend remote activities. Youth
preferred after school (63%) or Saturdays (19%). Women were more
flexible and 24% were available anytime, 22% any afternoon, 12% any
morning and 9% any weekday during school time.
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The main challenges experienced by respondents were: 1) Health
challenges; 2) Financial and employment concerns; 3)
Technological equipment needs; 4) Online academic learning; and
5) Accommodation issues.

Support needs: Most respondents (83%) wanted to continue to
receive the same services they had made use of before the
pandemic and a significant minority (38%) responded they would
like to receive services they had not previously used. Youth wanted to
continue with classes, mentoring and Junior Spark, and women
expressed an interest in continuing with learning support, mentoring
and coaching. Both youth and women indicated an increased
interest in support with mental health challenges and parenting
challenges. Additionally, there was a marked increase in the request
for assistance with practical concerns such as welfare benefits,
employment and technology equipment.

Our users indicated a preference for receiving services via phone
(69%) instead of virtual meetings (18%). Users of youth and women'’s
services both preferred to attend activities in the afternoon, but
women were generally more flexible.



Recommendations

We cannot assume future crisis will resemble the COVID-19 one, but it
will be key to ensure we institute rapid needs assessments for our
users. It is often the case, as it was with the COVID-19 pandemic, that
crisis impacts already marginalised communities more, which makes
it essential that we organise additional support for our user base. We
have learned from this round of surveys our users are interested in
receiving Baytree services online when these cannot be provided in
person. They prefer to receive online services in a way that allows
them to speak with Baytree staff, as opposed to writing with them, but
as their households have a shortage of computers, users prefer to
receive services via their phones.

Finally, we found that many users in the women's services struggled
with IT, so we recommend setting up technology trainings for women
who make use of Baytree activities. This would increase their chances
of gaining employment and enable them to access online recourses
that can help them resolve everyday challenges, thereby increasing
their independence.
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