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The Context of Covid-19
Covid-19 has, and will continue to have, a profound and 
disruptive effect on disadvantaged children and young people, 
the capacity of statutory authorities to respond, and Barnardo’s 
own finances and operations. 

Work on emerging vulnerabilities of children and young people 
has shown how Covid-19 has widened inequality and had a 
disproportionate impact on particular groups, such as those 
from communities experiencing racial inequality. The impact 
of loneliness, abuse and other factors has led to a huge rise in 
mental health problems. Statutory authorities have struggled 
to deliver services in the context of complex and changing 
restrictions. 

Barnardo’s has lost significant income and is changing the 
way in which many services are delivered, including the rapid 
development and delivery of digital services.

The Barnardo’s Foundation will need to respond to the rapidly 
changing needs of children and young people and work 
with substantially less income than anticipated in the short to 
medium term.

However, like Barnardo’s, the Foundation will work towards 
resurgence and intends to be an effective and efficient investor: 
supporting innovation in the services of tomorrow, and playing 
its distinct role in achieving better outcomes for more children.
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The Foundation and its strategic focus
What is the Barnardo’s Foundation?

The Barnardo’s Foundation was launched in the spring of 2020 after many years 
of thinking and preparation. It is an exciting and innovative approach to investing 
Barnardo’s voluntary funds more strategically, in line with the priorities set out 
in Barnardo’s ambitious 10-year corporate strategy (2016-2025) entitled Better 
outcomes for more children. Its vision is that vulnerable children have improved 
life chances through catalytic and innovative investments. It seeks to achieve 
this vision through three strategic objectives: 

a) Invest Barnardo’s voluntary funds in innovative programmes, support them 
to achieve their goals and track impact on children and young people

b) Seek to leverage funding into these programmes from others

c) Promote the commitment and capacity to generate and share evidence 
and learning. 

Strategic focus 

The Foundation’s strategic focus aligns to Barnardo’s 10-year corporate strategy 
and will invest its funds in the following five areas.

This delivery plan also aligns to Barnardo’s Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
Action Plan as well as the recent resurgence plan, with its focus on the most 
disadvantaged, and systems change.

Within these five areas the Foundation will invest in work 
that will have an impact on the most vulnerable children 
and young people. 

All funded work is expected to understand and adapt 
interventions according to the different needs and 
aspirations of specific groups, such as communities 
experiencing racial inequality, and be able to measure the 
differential impact that programmes have had on these 
groups. The Foundation will also run a ‘Race Equality 
Fund’ that seeks to address the systemic racism faced by 
children and young people and to mitigate its effects.

The Foundation will invest in work to improve the system 
around vulnerable children and young people. There is 
a particular interest in supporting strategic partnerships 
across the health and social care sectors.

Early Support

Family Support

Mental Health and Wellbeing

Child Abuse and Exploitation

Children In and Leaving Care
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Theory of change
What’s the problem the Foundation is trying to help solve?

Existing services for children have frequently been characterised by a 
‘transactional’ relationship between Commissioners and providers, whereby 
providers deliver services against a pre-determined and often rigid framework. 
Performance is measured by meeting targets around the delivery of inputs or 
outputs and interventions don’t occur early enough. Time frames are frequently 
short-term. Space for creativity and innovation is constrained and compliance 
is the watchword. There are few incentives for collaboration. Co-production 
with children and young people with 'lived experience' is the exception rather 
than the rule. There is limited investment in evaluation and learning meaning 
the evidence base around effective interventions is often weak, limiting 
opportunities for evidence-based policy making. Covid-19 is exacerbating 
inequalities and impacting disproportionately on poorer communities and those 
experiencing racial inequality, making changes in the delivery of services even 
more pressing. 

But there are 'green shoots' of change with some Commissioners wanting longer-
term, strategic partnerships with voluntary sector organisations. The move towards 
co-production with children and young people is growing. ‘What Works’ thinking 
and practice, coupled with the development of centres of expertise, is helping 
to generate new evidence and learning. Early intervention is increasingly being 
prioritised. More examples of collaboration across health and social care are 
apparent. The sector is embracing the value of testing, learning and innovation. 

The Barnardo’s Foundation wants to invest in these ‘green shoots’ by taking an 
innovative and 'systems thinking' approach to achieve ‘transformational’ change.

What is a ‘systems thinking’ approach?

Improving children’s services is a ‘messy’ problem. Meaning it’s characterised 
by multiple actors with diverse perspectives, and where complexity, conflict, and 
change are ever-present.

Systems thinking is a way of looking at, and tackling, 'messy' problems. The 
approach seeks to observe and understand the complex, dynamic interactions 
and interdependencies between all the elements of a system. And then 
determine how the overall system can be improved. 

It provides the opportunity to identify ‘leverage points’; places in the system 
where changes can have a disproportionate effect on the whole system. And in 
doing so, make steps towards addressing the complex and diverse causes of 
problems rather than just the symptoms. 

Central to this approach is a transformational rather than transactional mindset, 
and an ability to be agile and adapt interventions based on real-time learning 
and changing contexts.

Not every project funded by the Foundation will be able or ready to deliver 
systems change. But projects that are aware of the system have the potential 
to make marginal gains that improve the functioning of the system.
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What does success look like?

The Barnardo’s Foundation has an ambitious agenda. Over the next ten years 
we want thousands of vulnerable children and young people have the best 
possible start in life: by feeling safe and secure; making good progress in 
education, employment or training; having their voices heard in decisions 
affecting their futures and feeling more confident in shaping their future. To 
achieve this, we need to make real and lasting impact in six domains:

1. Improvements in the culture, strategies, capabilities and interdependencies 
in systems responsible for children and young people

2. Increased number and diversity of funders and value of funding into 
investments in systems change

3. Children and young people actively engaged in all aspects of programme 
design, delivery and evaluation

4. Growth in the number of effective collaborative partnerships between 
statutory bodies, voluntary sector organisations, funders and others

5. An expanding evidence base on systems change in services used to 
inform policy and practice

6. New policies and practices have been adopted or adapted by statutory 
and other bodies based on evidence and learning.

Barnardo’s Foundation Theory of Change
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Improvements in the culture, 
strategies, capabilities and 

interdependencies in systems 
responsible for children and  

young people

Ultimate outcome 
Thousands of vulnerable children and young people have the best possible 
start in life by feeling safe and secure; making good progress in education, 

employment or training; having their voices heard in decisions affecting  
their futures; and, feeling more confident in shaping their future

Children and young people actively 
engaged in all aspects of programme 

design, delivery and evaluation

Growth in the number of effective 
collaborative partnerships between 
statutory bodies, voluntary sector 
organisations, funders and others

New policies and practices have  
been adopted or adapted by  

statutory and other bodies based  
on evidence and learning

Intermediate goal
A strategically aligned portfolio of innovative programmes with the potential to contribute to systems change, attract co-investment and generate evidence and learning 

Increased number and diversity of 
funders and value of funding into 
investments in systems change

An expanding evidence base on 
systems change in services used  

to inform policy and practice

Co-production with children and young people  
is at the heart of programme design

Policy and influence goals  
and strategies identified

Sound analysis and understanding of systems,  
and strategies to bring about change

Partnerships agreed or in negotiation with  
clear governance and ways of working

Monitoring, evaluation and learning  
plans in place with theories of change

Interest and/or commitment to co-funding  
from statutory authorities and others

Strategy 2 
Leverage funding from others

Strategy 3 
Promote and scale up evidence and learning

Strategy 1 
Invest in innovative proposals

Assumptions: 
Voluntary funding available; pipeline of strong 
proposals; interest from statutory authorities 

Assumptions: 
Interest from other funders; performance  

of portfolio in attracting co-investment

Assumptions: 
Commitment and capacity to deliver  
and scale up evidence and learning

Vision
Vulnerable children have improved life chances, through investing in innovative programmes that increase the evidence of our impact and help to drive systems change



Investment strategy
How will the Foundation decide what to invest in?

These investment principles will be used to assess all proposals (other than 
those from Barnardo’s corporate university (The BU) which will have a different 
assessment criteria) in the belief that sustainable change in services targeting 
disadvantaged children and young people can come about if these six 
principles are applied: 

Using evidence and 
learning to support 
policy influence locally, 
regionally and nationally 
and share more widely 
with the sector

Being evidence-led, 
and contributing  
new evidence  
and learning 

Seeking co-investment 
from others

Partnership working 
across government 
(including health and 
social sectors), the 
voluntary sector  
and others 

Co-production with 
children and young 
people with ‘lived 
experience’

Innovative thinking 
and an aspiration 
towards a ‘systems 
thinking’ approach 
to change

What will the Foundation fund?

The Foundation has three investment pathways:

Investing in innovative programmes will represent the majority of the 
Foundation’s funding. The intention is to nurture a pipeline of innovative 
ideas and support a smaller number of ‘big bets’ on more ambitious 
programmes of change

Investing in organisational effectiveness will combine Foundation funding for 
work developing staff and volunteers skills and knowledge with supporting 
opportunities for children and young people, using our organisational learning 
and development budget

Investing in organisational growth will represent no more than 10% of 
Foundation funding and target funding where we are most likely to generate 
the best return on investment in terms of leveraged funding.

Who is eligible for funding?

The Foundation will start by funding innovative projects from within Barnardo’s 
and look to expand to other organisations in the future.
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The Foundation welcomes partnerships with other organisations that Barnardo’s 
may provide funding to. These should be registered charities, or other 
organisations able to demonstrate a clear social purpose – on the condition that 
any profit or assets are used for this social purpose, and show that an asset lock 
is in place. Funding to any private provider must demonstrate public good. In the 
future, the Barnardo’s Foundation may fund such organisations directly.

The Barnardo’s Foundation will not fund organisations that evangelise, 
proselytise, adopt a partisan political stance, undertake activities which are party 
political or advocate the use of violence to campaign or influence public opinion. 
It will be informed by Charity Commission guidance where appropriate.

How will the Foundation approach funding innovation?

The Foundation will take an incremental approach to its investments in 
innovation based on available evidence of impact and learning.

Funding innovation 
incurs a higher level 
of risk than supporting 
more tried and tested 
interventions. To 
manage this risk, the 
Foundation will take a 
staged approach to its 
funding. Funding bids 
can be made at any 
of the three stages on 
this continuum.

Successful 
programmes that 
progress from one 
stage to the next can 
request and secure 
follow on funding from 
the Foundation.

A key factor in enabling 
progression from one 
stage to the next will 
be the generation of 
robust evidence and 
learning.

• Short-term (6-18 months) ‘smaller bet’ 
investments of between £20-200k

• Explore innovative ideas through 
research, consultation and planning

• Develop strategic partnerships with 
interested parties

• Emergent learning in preparation  
for pilot and iterate

• Multi-year investments of up to  
£1m/year

• Building on emerging evidence  
from discover and innovate phase 

• Pilot schemes in partnership with 
others in usually 1-2 locations 

• Testing validity of approach

• Multi-year investments of up to  
£1m/year 

• Building on robust evidence of pilot 
and iterate phase and operating 
in either multiple locations or large 
single location 

• Using scale to influence policy

Discover and  
innovate

Pilot and  
iterate

Replicate and  
scale
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The Foundation is interested in 
a variety of funding instruments: 
grant funding; social investment; 
and, blended finance. 

In the first year, the Foundation 
will focus exclusively on grant 
funding, as it develops its thinking 
and the modalities of social 
investment financing.

It will subsequently develop a social 
investment strategy and explore 
potential programmes best suited to 
social investment or blended finance.

Grant funding
 Funding with no financial return

Social investment
Repayable finance, potentially with interest

Blended finance
 A mixture of both grant funding and social investment, 

potentially for different aspects of a programme

For Barnardo’s to play a leadership role in work with children and young people, 
the Foundation will invest in work to strengthen key areas of organisational 
capability. This will be delivered annually through grants to the Barnardo’s 
corporate university (The BU).

The investments will have two areas of strategic focus:

1. Support children and young people through a range of initiatives such as 
a young people’s leadership programme, apprenticeships and other forms 
of work experience 

2. Improve Barnardo’s organisational effectiveness through focused plans to 
promote learning and development of Barnardo’s staff and volunteers.

The BU will create its own monitoring, evaluation and learning framework to 
regularly assess the impact of this work and generate new learning. 

What would the portfolio look like? 

The Foundation portfolio would be largely determined by proposals that meet 
the investment principles described in the Theory of Change and other relevant 
criteria. The portfolio shape may also be influenced by the strategies of other 
funders we attract to co-invest with us. 

The intention would be to have a balance of investments across the five areas 
of strategic focus. This may vary year on year depending on the volume and 
quality of the proposals. 

The Foundation will seek a balance of funding across all nations and regions 
of the UK.

There is a commitment to ensure the portfolio delivers on equality, diversity 
and inclusiveness with a particular focus on programmes targeting communities 
experiencing racial inequality. The ‘Race Equality Fund’ represents one funding 
channel to achieve that commitment.

Where regions and sectors are under-represented in the portfolio, the 
Foundation would proactively seek to address the issue. 
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Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning
How will the Foundation measure impact and promote learning? 

Understanding and measuring impact is critical to the Foundation. It will 
develop a robust monitoring, evaluation and learning delivery plan looking at 
performance in 3 areas:

1. Individual investments 
2. The portfolio as a whole 
3. The Foundation’s own performance.

Individual investments will have their own Theory of Change, operational plan, 
and Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) plan. 

Any investment in the pilot and iterate or replicate and scale stages are required 
to have an independent evaluation. 

Value for money will be a key area of evaluation as this is key to the 
sustainability and potential ‘scalability’ of programmes. 

The Foundation will promote learning and the sharing of evidence within 
Barnardo’s through Barnardo’s corporate university, and with stakeholders such 
as trusts and foundations, statutory authorities, academia, and other voluntary 
sector organisations.

Guiding principles for monitoring, evaluation and learning

The Foundation will be guided by these principles, adapted from those 
developed by Social Value UK1 and informed by Foundation consultations with 
children and young people:

• Involve those affected: children, young people and families should inform all 
stages: from what is important and how it is measured, to verifying results

• Value what matters: listen to what is important to children and young people 
and ensure that value is placed on those outcomes 

• Understand change: take time to understand how change occurs for different 
groups such as those experiencing racial inequality

• Do not overclaim: recognise you are part of a system and often require 
support from other areas of the system to achieve change 

• Only measure what is material: ensure that measures are both significant and 
relevant, with appropriate level of rigour

• Be transparent: be clear about how any decisions are made and why, so that 
reasons can be clearly communicated

• Verify results: check with those affected about the validity of assumptions 
made, seek external independent verification when appropriate.

1  https://www.socialvalueuk.org/what-is-social-value/the-principles-of-social-value

https://www.socialvalueuk.org/what-is-social-value/the-principles-of-social-value
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Evaluation framework for individual investments

The Foundation will support individual investments in the development of a 
Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning plan. 

This will help shape outputs and outcomes, and the data and monitoring tools 
to track progress. It will also define learning questions, and how the project will 
contribute to new evidence and learning and how these insights will be applied 
and shared.

The Foundation will ask investments working directly with children and young 
people (or parents/carers) to use one of Triangle’s Outcome Star tools2 to 
capture outcomes for individuals. The Outcomes Stars are a family of evidence-
based tools for measuring and supporting change when working with people, 
underpinned by three values – empowerment, collaboration and integration. 

All investments will be required to measure progress against the Foundation’s 
six investment principles, using a framework developed by the Foundation.

Evaluation framework for the Foundation

The Foundation will measure its own performance through an annual survey of 
all applicants, those in receipt of funding and other key stakeholders. The survey 
findings will be made available across Barnardo’s, and recommendations used 
to improve the Foundation's performance.

The survey will be geared primarily around four performance areas identified in 
the strategy: transparency, rigour, efficiency and agility.

2  Outcomes Star https://www.outcomesstar.org.uk

https://www.outcomesstar.org.uk
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Governance
Who will oversee the work of the Foundation?

The Foundation will receive support from an advisory board accountable to the 
board of trustees. Decisions on awards for 2021-22 will be made by the CEO 
and Foundation Director. Involvement of children and young people with 'lived 
experience' is being developed.

Advisory board role:

• Contribute to the development, delivery and evaluation of the 
Foundation strategy

• Review the portfolio of work funded by the Foundation

• Oversee the performance of the Foundation in executing its duties 

• Contribute to the development and delivery of a monitoring, evaluation and 
learning strategy for the Foundation and for each of its investments

• Promote the sharing evidence and learning for policy engagement 

• Explore potential sources of funding and partnership opportunities to enable 
the Foundation to achieve its objectives.

Advisory board composition: 

• A minimum of six and a maximum of 12 members

• A minimum of one Barnardo’s Trustee, the CEO or their nominee, and one 
other member of Barnardo’s staff

• Other individuals with relevant experience in one or more of the following 
areas: working with children and young people; commissioning children’s 
services; policy making; grant making and management; organisational 
change; and research, evaluation and learning

• A commitment to equality, diversity and inclusion in board makeup.

Members would serve a 3-year term which could be extended for a further  
3 years by mutual consent.
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