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Executive Summary 
 
The Blackpool Opportunity Area programme aims to improve the experience, engagement 
and employment outcomes of young people transitioning from compulsory education into 
Post 16 education, employment or training (EET). The programme, along with a range of 
partners (Lancashire Careers Hub) and stakeholders (schools, colleges, employers), have 
created the Blackpool Careers Journey – an offer of interventions for all children and young 
people to help them prepare for work.   
 
The Opportunity Area Programme investment has been used to minimise gaps and add value 
to the existing offer under the Blackpool Careers Journey. The investment has two elements: 
 

1) Meaningful Employer Encounters  
2) Digital Careers Journey  

 
A team from Edge Hill University, in collaboration with colleagues from the University of 
Cumbria, were commissioned to evaluate this part of the Opportunity Area Programme. For 
purposes of convenience this part was called the Blackpool Opportunity Area programme 
Strand 1. Strand 2 of this programme was evaluated by the same team previously. The final 
report is available here.   
 
The overarching objectives of the present evaluation were to: 
  

1) Measure the impact of the programme, identifying best practice within each distinct 
project, guided by the questions: how does the programme work, for whom and under 
which circumstances?   

2) Assess the strengths and weaknesses, and the enablers and barriers, to support the 
effective implementation of the programme as a whole, as well as for each of the two 
projects  

3) Identify the wider benefits of the programme for Blackpool  
 
To achieve the objectives of this evaluation, a mixed-methods approach was undertaken. In 
summary, the following methods were incorporated into the evaluation:  
 

1) Evaluability assessment, including a review of available data and scoping interviews 
2) Semi-structured interviews with project stakeholders  
3) A series of focus groups with young people  
4) A review of aggregated routinely collected project data    

 
Our analysis showed that employer encounters were valued by school staff, career leads and 
young people. We also obtained evidence that the programme coped extraordinarily well with 
Covid restrictions, delivering a range of events, and reaching a significant number of pupils 
across several Blackpool schools. However, findings suggest that it would be beneficial to 
conduct a more in-depth assessment of the potentially differential benefits that employer 
encounters may have on young people in general, as well as on those at risk of NEET.  
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Our analysis suggests that, at times, providers thought feedback regarding the employer 
encounters was difficult to obtain from participating schools. This may reinforce the 
impression of an information gap, occurring between schools and event providers, on the 
impact of the Employer Encounters project. The Lancashire Careers Hub (LCH) indicated to 
providers that all communication in relation to the delivery and evaluation of their programmes 
was their own responsibility. 
 
With regard to the Digital Careers Journey project, the website was perceived by all 
stakeholders as providing added value to other programme activities and was thought to be 
appreciated by active users. There was a recognition by some stakeholders that a universally 
accessible website for registered users was not a targeted intervention per se which could 
address specifically the needs of young people at risk of NEET. However, as a universal 
service it was deemed to offer useful local content for young people in Blackpool, including 
those at risk of NEET.  
 
Whilst the website clearly represented a success in terms of making practical employer 
related content available to registered users, it was difficult to measure whether this had the 
desired impact on young people. The analysis of our interview data suggests that linking 
website use with impact remained an under-conceptualised aspect of the project.  
 
In summary, stakeholders were clearly appreciative of the achievements of both the  
Employer Encounters and the Digital Careers Journey projects in this strand of the Blackpool 
Opportunity Area Programme. They indicated that it would be imperative, for the 
effectiveness of the programme, to generate and collect relevant data to assess the impact 
of the projects. They also specified the need to ensure that data and information flows are 
improved to increase the capacity of providers, schools, and programme partners to track 
and monitor the impact of the projects on young people in general and young people at risk 
of NEET. Whilst schools have a tool (Compass+) which enables them to track individual 
students participating in employer engagement and wider careers provision this may not be 
enough to monitor at programme level the impact of the events on young people at risk of 
NEET.   
 

Recommendations   
 
Employer encounters  
 
 Continue to fund employer encounters and career events in Blackpool schools 

 
 Ensure schools provide useful feedback to providers of the events on the impact and 

areas for improvement  
 

 Ensure data from employer encounters are linked to individual young people profile 
data to be able to measure accumulative impact of events on those most in need  
 

 Ensure and monitor that employer encounters are designed and delivered to plug gaps 
in young people’s understanding of the labour market 
 

 Improve coordination between requests to local employers originating from Blackpool 
schools, LCH and other partners such as BIC and RBN  
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 Review involvement and use of enterprise advisor capacity throughout project 

planning and delivery processes  
 
 Use consultations with young people at risk of NEET to discuss what works in terms 

of raising their awareness of career opportunities and labour market knowledge  
 
Digital careers journey  
 
 Continue to fund the start Blackpool website as a digital offer with local content to 

young people in the area  
 
 Examine the possibility to generate data to monitor identified project outcomes such 

as the use of the website and its impact on young people at risk of NEET  
 
 Explore possibility to link website utilisation data with individual young people 

information held by schools to be able to measure impact on, and benefit of, project 
for young people most at risk of NEET   

 
 Create user journey case studies which assist school staff in guiding young people at 

risk of NEET in maximising the use of the website for career awareness  
 

Programme wide  
 
 Explore the possibility to link data of vulnerable young people across projects to 

increase the targetability of projects and the programme as a whole  
 
 Establish routine shared learning processes for all programme stakeholders  
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