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1. Executive Summary 
 
Sacro’s Scotland-wide Veterans’ Mentoring Service (VMS) aims to support ex-service personnel 
from the UK Armed Forces who are at risk of becoming involved, or are already involved, in the 
criminal justice system. The service includes intensive peer mentoring support, usually through 
regular face to face interaction.   
 
This evaluation drew upon data and information sources on the programme. Primary research was 
conducted via qualitative in-depth interviews between November 2020 and February 2021. In 
total, nine people were interviewed including service users (three), mentors to service users (two) 
and stakeholders/funders (four).  
 
VMS is referenced within Scottish Government (2020) The Strategy for our Veterans under their 
key theme: Veterans leave the Armed Forces with the resilience and awareness to remain law-
abiding civilians. Within the support landscape for veterans, VMS has a distinct and 
complimentary place. During interviews, the programme was praised for its inclusivity providing 
mentoring to people with experience of armed forces service and the criminal justice system.  
 
Feedback from veterans is largely positive. The mentoring model enables VMS a structured 
approach to work with individuals with complex needs. The Justice Star TM framework provides a 
useful tool to discuss and decide on priorities with each veteran.  
 
Fundamentally, this programme is tailored to each person; their experiences and their goals for 
developing life skills. As with any targeted support programme, VMS works to help ensure that 
expectations are set with individuals around the level of support provided, aims of working 
together and indicative timescales for the mentoring period. At time of writing, the programme has 
attracted 554 referrals. This report includes examples of veterans attesting to this helping their 
situations and even preventing them from re-offending.  
 
Staff involved with VMS are continuously learning and adapting the programme to maximise its 
value at operational, organisational and strategic levels. During our period of evaluation, all 
services were affected during a global pandemic. This health crisis, and resulting legislation and 
regulations brought unprecedented considerations. As well as adapting to the pandemic, VMS staff 
are embedding learning from service changes. For example, hybrid interaction will be especially 
valuable to extending the reach of this programme to veterans in different locations in Scotland.  
 
The success of VMS to date can be put down to the contributions of different stakeholders. 
Funders have enabled expansion of bases for mentors and the extension of the service to people 
in different geographical locations. Furthermore, the dedication, expertise and adaptability of VMS 
staff is crucial for achievement of programme aims. In addition, the collaborative approach 
between Sacro and other agencies and charities ensures each veteran has access to support to 
help them achieve their goals.  
 
This evaluation has resulted in nineteen key recommendations to further enhance the contribution 
of this programme at operational and strategic levels.   
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2. Background  
 

2.1 VMS Programme Overview  
 
Sacro’s Scotland-wide Veterans’ Mentoring Service (VMS) aims to support ex-service personnel 
from the UK Armed Forces who are at risk of becoming involved, or are already involved, in the 
criminal justice system.1 The service includes intensive peer mentoring support, usually through 
regular face to face interaction.  
 
Veterans involved in the service include those: 

• Released from prison 
• Presently in prison 
• Have been sentenced 
• Have completed any orders used as an alternative to imprisonment including supervision 

orders and community payback 
• About to leave the Armed Forces through dishonourable discharge or disciplinary dismissal 
• On the periphery of the criminal justice system, as a means of early intervention 

The service is funded by Poppyscotland, The MacRobert Trust and the National Lottery 
Community Fund. Funding has enabled VMS to operate a hub model, expanding out of the central 
belt to Dundee and Elgin in 2016, providing coverage in Aberdeenshire and Inverness from 2019, 
and increase staffing levels.  
 
The service is led by a manager, with one part-time service team leader based in Glasgow. Eight 
part-time mentors are based in hubs in Dundee, Edinburgh, Elgin, Glasgow and Aberdeen. All staff 
have lived military experience totalling almost 90 years. 
 
VMS staff work collaboratively with other service providers including the Scottish Prison Service 
(SPS), Poppyscotland, Armed Services Advice Project (ASAP) and the Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and 
Families Association (SSAFA) as well as local, community-based support organisations. Staff 
promote VMS through participating in events. An example includes Veteran Coffee mornings at the 
invitation of Scottish Prison Service staff to meet with veterans within the prison estate. This allows 
the veteran to gain information about the range of support services available to them and to enable 
the veteran, and the mentor, to build supportive relationships which will aide their transition from 
prison to communities. 
 
In 2021, Sacro established a Strategic Advisory Group for VMS. Terms of Reference have been 
established and representatives including Scottish Government, Scottish Prison Service, Armed 
Forces Serving Officer and Poppyscotland. Its purpose is to provide advice and direction, 
particularly in relation to sustainability and strategic development of VMS.  

 
1 https://www.sacro.org.uk/services/criminal-justice/veterans-mentoring-service   

https://www.sacro.org.uk/services/criminal-justice/veterans-mentoring-service
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2.2 Key aims of VMS 
 
The aim of the service is to enable the veteran to enjoy sustainable, independent living free from 
offending and to re-integrate into local communities in which they live. At a strategic level, VMS is 
designed to contribute to an overall reduction in offending of this service user group.  
 
A co-designed action plan for each veteran usually focuses or three or four key areas including: 
 

• Address alcohol and drug addictions; 
• Address physical and mental health issues with assistance of partnership agencies; 
• Access support services in your local area; 
• Keep appointments with other agencies; 
• Enhance life and social skills, e.g., financial budgeting, housekeeping, cooking; 
• Complete paperwork and make phone calls; 
• Reintegrate into the community; 
• Access education or training; 
• Find employment opportunities. 

 
The veterans referred to the service often need assistance to engage with health services to 
support their mental and physical well-being. Mentors work with veterans to recognise and 
develop their life skills including accessing education and employment training, sustaining their 
tenancies and accommodation, and building the confidence to make critical changes in their lives. 
These critical changes include addressing their offending behaviour, understanding the effects of 
this on their lives and the lives of their families and friends, as well as those who live in the local 
communities; it also assists in addressing alcohol and substance use issues, mental health 
problems, and social isolation. 
 
VMS staff attend and participate in the Scottish Parliament Cross Party Group on Armed Forces 
Veterans which is held every quarter.2 Furthermore, VMS is referenced within Scottish 
Government (2020) The Strategy for our Veterans under their key theme: Veterans leave the 
Armed Forces with the resilience and awareness to remain law-abiding civilians.3 In their strategy, 
Scottish Government commits to: ‘Supporting SACRO’s work to create safer and more cohesive 
communities across Scotland, by helping ensure that their support for veterans is understood by 
the relevant agencies.’4 
 

2.3 Veterans’ Pathway  
 
A referral is made either by the veteran themselves, social work, Scottish Prison Service, a 
voluntary organisation or any stakeholder working with veterans. After submission of the referral 

 
2 https://www.parliament.scot/msps/armed-forces-and-veterans.aspx  
3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/strategy-veterans-taking-strategy-forward-scotland/  
4 https://www.gov.scot/publications/strategy-veterans-taking-strategy-forward-scotland/ p.35. 

https://www.parliament.scot/msps/armed-forces-and-veterans.aspx
https://www.gov.scot/publications/strategy-veterans-taking-strategy-forward-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/strategy-veterans-taking-strategy-forward-scotland/
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form, Sacro arranges to meet with the veteran who may be accompanied by the referrer where 
applicable, to discuss the service and ensure the veteran wishes to engage. Once the referral is 
accepted by all parties, the veteran is requested to attend for an assessment.  
 
Concise risk assessments (RA) are carried out prior to working with any service user. Sacro has a 
robust policy and procedures relating to risk: 
 

• Sacro considers that risk may include, “the potential for an adverse event to lead to a 
negative outcome” Sacro believes that “In assessing risk we seek to estimate how likely it is 
that the event will occur and what the seriousness of its impact will be”.  The process of 
risk assessment includes the identification of relevant information, analysis of that 
information and evaluation. Sacro believes that risk entails uncertainty. Risk cannot be 
eliminated and human behaviour cannot always be accurately predicted. The role of risk 
assessment and risk management is fundamental to the process of promoting and creating 
safe and cohesive communities.  

• Collaborative working and information sharing is at the heart of maximising public 
protection and ensuring safe working practices.  

• Sacro staff complete a Risk Assessment and Risk Management Action Plan (RARMAP),  
• In order to assess and manage the risks and needs of all service users. This allows staff to 

assess service user behavioural risks, risks to the service user, risks to staff, risk of 
reoffending and environmental risks. Taking each section in turn, staff detail the specific 
risks for that individual, the potential harm that might be caused, identifying those at risk 
and the likelihood of the risk occurring. The process also involves staff implementing 
realistic protective measures that could reduce each risk. An overall amended risk rating is 
then achieved. Those who are deemed low to medium level risk are evaluated by the 
Service Team Leader. For anyone presenting with an initial risk which is high to very high, 
Sacro’s policy is to consult with the Director of Operations to decide if the risks are 
manageable in the service before making a final decision.   

 
For VMS, the RARMAP is updated regularly based on the level of risk being presented and on the 
changing needs/behaviour of the individuals concerned. RARMAPs are dynamically updated as 
new information becomes available and even in those cases assessed as posing the lowest risk 
cases, reviews are still carried out at least every three months. This allows staff to continuously 
monitor risk and needs as well as introduce revised supportive and protective factors. Sacro also 
has a robust Lone Working Policy and associated procedures that staff are required to follow. This 
includes an added safety measure of an electronic alarm system which has a duress button that 
will summon emergency services if required. There are also local and national 24/7 on-call 
arrangements to provide staff on shift with direct access to a colleague for immediate support, as 
well as the Senior Manager on-call for Sacro services. 

Veterans are linked with a mentor employed by Sacro with “lived military experience”. Mentors 
have experience of the military community. They have either served in the military themselves or 
are family members of those who have served in the military. Mentors are encouraged to use this 
shared experience and knowledge of the military to build relationships with the mentees. Through 
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the development of a supportive relationship, they work together to promote desistance from 
offending and increasing the veteran’s self-esteem and confidence.5  

 
During this assessment, an action plan is devised taking into consideration the priories and goals 
identified through an exercise together utilising the Outcomes Star TM.  

 
Mentors carry out an assessment, in conjunction with the veteran, which enables the veteran to 
then lead the discussion and agree priorities and goals, agree an action plan and review this 
together with their mentor at regular intervals of between eight to 12 weeks. Sacro’s VMS use the 
Outcomes Star ™ tool is employed to track the journey of the veteran over 10 different areas: 
 

• Accommodation; 
• Living skills & self-care; 
• Mental health & well-being;     
• Friends & community; 
• Relationships & family; 
• Parenting & caring; 
• Drugs & alcohol; 
• Positive use of time; 
• Managing strong feelings; 
• A Crime-free life. 

 
VMS works collaboratively with other support services to provide the most appropriate and 
relevant support for the needs identified in the Outcomes Star TM assessment. Mentors identify 
sources of support for each veteran, which can include 1:1 services or group activities. For 
example, veterans have been referred to Sacro’s Ower n’ Abeen, a wellbeing support project 
which has been co-designed and co-produced with service users help, to promote creativity, 
trust, ownership and aspiration. All the time, the mentor acts as the central point of contact for the 
veteran, managing that case and the multi-agency approach.  
 
Within VMS, the key features of mentoring are: 
 

• A structured one-to-one relationship that focuses on the needs of the mentee,  
• Encouraging caring and supportive relationships, 
• Empowering Veterans in the criminal justice system to meet their fullest potential,  
• Enabling individuals to develop a vision for their future & supports them in actions to 

achieve it. 
 
VMS is committed to working alongside veterans to:  
 

 
5 https://www.sacro.org.uk/sites/default/files/leaflets/vms_leaflet_nat-611_2017_www.pdf  

https://www.sacro.org.uk/sites/default/files/leaflets/vms_leaflet_nat-611_2017_www.pdf
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• Foster relationships built upon dignity, respect and equality,   
• Encourage the achievement of the goals, identified and agreed in individual action plans,  
• Provide a safe environment to focus and address identified issues and challenges. 

 
In Sacro’s public documentation about VMS, they explain the engagement between the veteran 
and their VMS mentor will be somewhere between 6-12 months, during which time all points 
raised in the action plan will be addressed. They also explain that once the engagement with the 
mentor, employed by Sacro, has ceased, the veteran will be matched to a volunteer mentor to 
continue with planned support for a further 4-6 months. The VMS aspire to recruit suitable 
volunteer mentors to support the veterans at the exit stage however this has been impacted by the 
Covid-19 restrictions and the difficulty in recruiting suitable and appropriate volunteers. The VMS 
signpost veterans to established befriending services during the support journey and this enables 
the veterans to continue to receive community social support once the VMS journey has come to 
an end. 

VMS captures the status of cases as: 
 

1. Waiting list 
2. Contacted 
3. On hold 
4. Not engaging 
5. Lost contact 
6. Engaging 
7. Case closed 

During the pandemic VMS mentors continued to provide remote welfare support and ensured that 
each veteran was contacted on a regular basis. Most communication was carried out by telephone 
or via digital platforms, and whilst many veterans had access to the requisite technology to enable 
this type of contact, meeting in the community and prison were severely restricted.6 

  

 
6 https://www.sacro.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/vms_annual_report_2019-2020.pdf  

https://www.sacro.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/vms_annual_report_2019-2020.pdf
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3. Evaluation Methodology 
 
This research took place during the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic, and associated restrictions 
and guidance by Scottish Government, had implications for VMS and its evaluation. VMS had 
pivoted to a remote support model for veterans. The research interviews were also conducted 
remotely in line with working from home restrictions.  
 

3.1 Secondary Analysis 
 
An online survey is administered by Sacro staff to veterans who have been mentored through 
VMS. The questions, devised by Sacro related to the quality of the service, and relate to the aims of 
the service. We examined the responses to closed and open questions, this involved both 
quantitative and qualitative analysis. 
 
The VMS Service Team Leader provided us with information in relation to the Justice Star TM. This 
included advice for mentors to use the star and monitoring data for open cases. Sacro staff 
provided us with up-to-date data from their CRM system. This captures information such as the 
local authority area, referring agency, case status and the VMS hub the case is assigned to. They 
also provided a case by variable data output including anonymised cases and their scores on the 
Justice Star TM at each mentoring meeting.  
 
In addition, we examined publicly available sources of information on VMS, Sacro, organisations 
and programmes for veterans relevant to this evaluation.  
 

3.2 Interview Methods 
 
The primary research was conducted via qualitative in-depth interviews. In total, nine people were 
interviewed with service users (three), mentors to service users (two) and stakeholders/funders 
(four). These interviews were conducted by expert researchers and adhered to strict 
confidentiality criteria. Interviews took place between November 2020 and February 2021. Due to 
lockdown restrictions all interviews took place either via the Zoom video platform or by telephone.  
 
Discussion guides (see Appendix A and B) were designed by Diffley Partnership and signed-off by 
Sacro. The interviews were devised to explore the perspectives of those who are closest to VMS 
who are best placed to make recommendations for areas for future change. Therefore, we 
included people formally mentored through VMS, mentors and wider partners and stakeholders.  
 

3.3 Presentation and Interpretation of Findings 
 
When considering the findings from the qualitative elements of the research it should be borne in 
mind that qualitative samples are designed to ensure that a range of different views and 
experiences are captured.  It is not appropriate to draw conclusions from qualitative data about 
the prevalence of views or experiences among the population group.  As such, quantifying 
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language, such as ‘all’, ‘most’ or ‘a few’ is avoided as far as possible when discussing qualitative 
findings throughout the report.  
 
In section four, the findings from the various strands of the evaluation, including the secondary 
analysis, and interviews have been thematically grouped using cross-cutting themes emerging 
from the data.    
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4. Evaluation Findings 
 
In this section we set out the detailed findings to the evaluation, drawing primarily on the 
qualitative interviews, bringing in data from the secondary analysis where relevant.  
 
Quotes included are in the words of interviewees, and their words have not been altered. 
Therefore, some slang terms, which could be taken as derogatory, such as ‘civvy’ are contained in 
this report.   
 
We have structured the section around key themes, as follows: 
 

• Intersectionality Expertise – considering the connections between the military and the 
criminal justice system which the VMS seeks to address, 

• Relatable Military Experience – how military experience impacts on veterans’ future 
behaviour, 

• Attitudes Towards Mentoring – considering the relationship between veterans and 
mentors, 

• Rounded Support – considering other avenues of support for veterans, 
• Inwards and Onwards referrals – considering the referral process for veterans on the 

scheme, 
• Performance and outcomes – considering the views of veterans towards the VMS. 

 

4.1 Intersectionality Expertise 
 
VMS targets ex-service personnel who are at risk of becoming involved, or have already been 
involved, in the criminal justice system. There is therefore an interconnection between two social 
categorisations. One veteran we interviewed stated, ‘it’s the only scheme that helps ex-offenders 
and veterans.’  
 
VMS staff are conscious of how this intersectionality, makes the service distinctive from other 
programmes for the wider veteran community. One mentor explained to us how there was some 
stigma within the public and third sectors supporting veterans, directed towards a ‘minority’ of 
veterans with involvement in the criminal justice system. They explained: ‘you do get other 
services that might help [veterans] with finance, mental health, housing but they're almost 
standoffish to those who have spent time in prison.’ A veteran interviewed also expressed this 
view, stating that  other military charities did not always make them feel welcome, but that Sacro 
did via the VMS. Both individuals did reflect that this could be explained by other charities lack of 
knowledge and expertise interacting with people with both a military background and knowledge 
of the criminal justice system, suggesting that Sacro was in a unique position to deliver this unique 
service. In fact, most veteran support services work with those with a criminal background and 
Sacro staff have positive experience of harnessing complimentary support for individuals and 
working cross-organisationally.  
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One veteran formally engaged in VMS explained how support for veterans had improved in 
Scotland: ‘The government as a whole, they do a whole lot for veterans. When I got in the army in 
2003 there was nothing, nothing like now, that’s for sure.’ In our interviews, both mentors and 
veterans referenced many sources and support and programmes from the wider public and 
charitable sectors supporting veterans which are of benefit. In their view Sacro had added value 
by connecting up these veterans, with experience of the criminal justice system to these wider 
services and mitigating any of the barriers described above which may prevent access to services.  
 
One mentor explained: ‘We always say to our veterans that we're not the experts in any of the 
fields, for example housing, mental health, we work mainly with the criminal justice side and the 
mentoring of them to engage with specific services. There is a massive range of services out there 
for veterans to engage with, and that's part of my job, to mentor them to do so.  There's a lot 
more veterans support out there now than there ever has been in the past.’ 

Stakeholders interviewed in the primary research also appreciated the particular expertise of 
Sacro in approaching and supporting people with this combination of experiences- service in the 
UK armed forces and experience/ risk to become involved with criminality. Importantly for them, 
Sacro was not subject to conscious or unconscious bias towards people with offences: ‘if they get 
a repeat offender, they get that… that there is something going on, this person isn’t just doing it. 
There is something inherently going wrong in their life that they are offending.’ 
 
One veteran commented in VMS’ online feedback form: ‘I wouldn't recommend Sacro to anyone 
because that would mean them having to commit offences first lol! However, the help and 
support that is given to veterans who have fallen on bad times and are down on their luck is 
second to none and beyond reproach.’ As well as helping evidence the quality of the service, this 
comment indicates that more emphasis could be given to the service not only working with 
veterans with criminal convictions, but those at risk as part of a preventative agenda.  
 

4.2 Relatable Military Experience 
 
In our interviews all ex-service personal touched upon their experiences in the Army, Navy or 
Royal Air Force, without going into detail. One veteran reflected: ‘I saw a lot of stuff and never 
really faced up to it.’  
 
One mentor mentioned two groups of veterans they supported through VMS over the past four 
years, whilst emphasising that each veteran had an individual experience. The first group were 
people who had underlying mental health challenges before joining the military. Experiences that 
followed, including in the military and criminal justice system were part of long-standing 
challenges in their lives. The second group were people who had experienced trauma during their 
service which had triggered a condition such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  
 
VMS mentors elaborated more about the causes and consequences PTSD. They emphasised that 
even with diagnosis of mental health conditions, every veteran had experienced different forms of 
trauma, and had different triggers and symptoms. One service user reflected on the approach of 
wider support services ‘they are run by civvies who don’t understand what it is like. Unless you 
have served, you wouldn’t understand PTSD.’ Although this is an inaccurate statement, and PTSD 
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can be experienced by people not serving in the armed forces, their quote does show their affinity 
with the VMS mentors. 
 
The relatability between mentors and mentees appears to be because both have military 
experience and comes came across in all aspects of the evaluation. In their interviews mentors 
and veterans did use the same language in relation to wider society and experiences. For example, 
‘civvy street’, a term used by ex-service personal returning to ‘civilian’ life. This term relates to a 
change in circumstances and identity, a complex cultural transition moving between different 
environments with different structures and norms of behaviour.7 One of the stakeholders we 
interviewed explained: ‘they know the language, they can identify people from the way that they 
walk, that they are ex forces, you know… they can identify them because of the way that they 
now dress, they may not be wearing a military uniform anymore but they’re definitely wearing a 
uniform of some sort. That’s the level of detail you can only get from someone who served, and 
who gets it.’ 
 
Shared military experience provided a motivation for mentors to seek employment with Sacro to 
support veterans within VMS. One mentor explained that they had previously worked in a paid 
mentorship post in a different sector, had fortuitously seen a VMS mentor role advertised by 
Sacro, and were motivated to apply because they had served in the armed forces themselves.  
 
Neither the VMS mentors nor the service users brought up any differences between the two 
groups of veterans. Service users seemed to want to interact with a mentor who had military 
experience but did not raise desirability to relate to a mentor with experience of the criminal 
justice system. However, VMS service users did touch upon the particular challenges they 
experienced as a result of being in prison, and then entering ‘civvy street’ on release: “I had been 
off the street for eight years; pound coins were a different shape, mobile phones had computers 
in them, there were buildings I hadn’t seen before. It was like a completely different world.” 
 

4.3 Attitudes towards Mentoring  
 
The mentoring model of VMS is underpinned by the relatability between mentors and service 
users, and the approach taken by mentors. One mentor reflected: ‘I suppose all of the mentors are 
non-judgmental and can build up good rapport with veterans, can have a veteran in absolute 
crisis and can build relationships up so quickly.  The personal skills that people have to then 
communicate with these guys and pick up how they're feeling because they're not the best at 
telling people/communication, but they're very skilled at being perceptive and working with these 
types of people.  They're very skilled at encouraging individuals not to reoffend and the negative 
impact that will have if they do.  A major aspect of our service is the ability to go into a prison to 
the most vulnerable people who sometimes have the most heinous crimes and background and 
be able to go in and work with that person and almost change that person and work with that 
person within the community, it's quite a big role to have.  We're so adaptable and flexible and I 
think it works.’ 

 
7 Cooper L, Caddick N, Godier L, Cooper A, Fossey M. Transition From the Military Into Civilian Life: An 
Exploration of Cultural Competence. Armed Forces & Society. 2018;44(1):156-177.  
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One mentor described to us the way to keep an open mind, reassuring veterans, utilising humour 
were key aspects of creating and building a ‘working alliance’ between mentor and mentee. They 
also explained that on a couple of occasions they had tried this approach but not clicked with the 
veteran, explaining ‘it’s down to us as well, its’ on both sides.’ For these instances they had 
successfully referred their mentee across to another VMS mentor.  Regular reviews of the 
Outcomes Star TM and use of service user feedback provides an opportunity to evaluate the 
support given to the individual. The support journey changes in line with the progress of the 
veteran. 

As mentioned, mentors are motivated by helping people, and their common background of 
serving in the UK armed forces. One explained, ‘It’s a very challenging but rewarding job.  Seeing 
someone go from crisis to turn their life around is the ultimate reward.’ 
 
4.3.1 Geographic coverage 
 
The issue of geographical coverage was brought up by mentors and veterans. One mentor felt, ‘the 
geographical area mentors have to cover is very vast. Sacro is trying to cover a national 
approach with a handful of mentors.’ Before the pandemic travel time and coordination in order 
to meet up with mentors and accompany them was time consuming. During the pandemic, the 
possibility to travel and meet face to face had been restricted. Mentors reflected on different 
challenges arising under both circumstances. One explained that face to face interaction, certainly 
at the start of engagement was more effective, ‘on the whole the veterans you manage to get on 
the phone/meet – if you get them face to face, they tend to engage once you assure them it's 
non-judgemental and we can help.’ Another explained, ‘Pre Covid we would visit prisons and get 
to know the veterans in custody to build up a relationship before their release date.  When you're 
just phoning the guys, like now with Covid restrictions, it's just not going to work.’ Another mentor 
explained, ‘that has been horrendous not doing face to face’. In the evaluation form completed by 
mentees there were comments relating to the change in interaction during the pandemic, ‘Before 
lock down meeting up with my support worker helped me a lot but with lock down it's not the 
same talking through phone’ 
 
The number of mentors and their geographical location is restricted by funding constraints 
however Sacro have taken into account the locations with highest demand and based the hubs to 
reflect this. During the Covid -19 restrictions the mentors had to adapt their support model and 
provided remote support to the veterans. This was not uniquely a VMS issue, but most support 
services across the Third sector in Scotland were restricted to remote support during the 
pandemic.  
 
4.3.2 Mentoring during the pandemic 
 
As well as causing challenges to properly bring veterans into the service without face to face 
interaction, mentors also raised concerns with ending the service with individual veterans during 
the pandemic.  
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Mentors we interviewed did not believe that the model of VMS to close cases within 6-12 months 
was always realistic. One explained, ‘pressure is on us to close cases, but it is not that simple. You 
know as soon as you cut them off they will commit suicide or something, would be much better if 
had a mental health service to take them on. I have to kick back. Only close once appropriate 
service has come in.’ One of the comments back from a veteran through VMS online evaluation 
form contained, ‘[mentor] took time to listen to me and I feel deeply saddened that Sacro have 
now closed my support case just on the back off me attempting to commit suicide before 
Christmas’. This was not naming the same mentor we interviewed, indicating that in more than 
one case veterans have turned to VMS mentors when needing crisis and mental health support.  
 
Most support services adopted this remote support model due to restrictions on face to face 
meetings and Sacro have acknowledged the support journey of the veterans took longer due to 
the restrictions put on to support provision.  However, no cases were closed without discussion 
between the mentor/mentee and without appropriate community support in place.  The mentee 
can refer back into the VMS in the future if they experience further needs. 
 
There was extra concern during the pandemic about closing cases, given that the mentors had not 
been meeting mentees and felt unable to ascertain how they were really doing: ‘problem during 
Covid, you can't sit face to face and see them in the eye and explain. They come to see you as a 
friend and mentor…closing off with someone is a big thing and needs to be done carefully.’ 
Mentors explained how they used the Justice Star TM to track regular progress, but even when their 
ratings for different dimensions improved it was still a hard decision to close a case. Mentors 
clearly felt responsible for mentees beyond the advised 6–12-month interaction period.  
 
The VMS is not a crisis service and its aim is to support the veterans to overcome the issue they 
face and to re-integrate them into local communities. Sacro ensure that the programme does not 
create a dependency on the service and that the veterans have the skills and tools to enable them 
to live independent lives. 
 
4.3.3 Future funding of VMS 
 
At a wider level, VMS staff felt very dependent on funding cycles, and shared their anxiety over the 
future of VMS, and the future of veterans engaged with the programme were it not to secure 
funding to continue. ‘It is really difficult to look forward, and knowing the funding comes to an end 
in October it makes you worry about what might happen to the veterans and those most 
vulnerable people if there's not enough funding to keep working with them.’ 
 
Both mentors and veterans raised the stretching of resource of VMS staff delivering the service. 
One former service user explained, ‘veterans need more time with a mentor, more often, and 
some mentors can’t see the veterans as often as they would like. And, you know, they spend so 
much time with the guys, I’m guessing the mentors are not happy with that either, and they’d like 
to be able to provide more support, more often for those veterans who need it.’ They continued, 
‘I’m not sure [mentor] would be able to get me the attention that he did give me, and the constant 
help. I’m just not sure he would have the time now. With Sacro going national, and then the 
whole coronavirus thing, I’m just not sure they’d be able to help me as much as they had back 
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then.’ This indicates that the veteran had certain expectations of VMS mentors to be on hand and 
deliver ‘constant help’ and they did not feel that VMS staff were able to do so due to the coverage 
of the service and the pandemic. 
 
4.3.4 Frequency of contact with mentors 
 
Evaluation data from VMS showed that most veterans were happy with the frequency of 
interaction with their mentor (see Figure 4.1). Around a quarter would have liked more frequent 
contact. However, we understand the frequency of interaction varies from case to case depending 
on mentee needs and mentor availability.  
 
Figure 4.1: Frequency of seeing mentor 
 

 
 
 

Indeed, mentors talked about how adaptable they felt they needed to be to help veterans. They 
organised their part time work hours around the veterans they mentored, and any appointments 
veterans had with other agencies. A mentor took a view on the part time working patterns of VMS 
staff, ‘when your capacity hits maximum level you're limited with the support you can offer and 
also have to prioritise who you're accepting into the service and who you maybe have to sway to 
a different service.’  

The VMS initially covered the central belt of Scotland and, due to the geographics of where the 
mentees lived, Sacro was able to provide more group activities.  As the VMS has evolved and 

76%

24%

How do you feel about how often you saw your VMS 
mentor?

Too often About right Not enough



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

15 

grown into a national service the mentees have become more geographically spread which makes 
group activities and sessions more difficult.  

4.3.5 Quality of mentors 
 
Mentors were uncomfortable with not being able to take on more cases and help more veterans; 
they referenced how they were limited in the role by their part-time contract hours. All VMS staff 
are on part-time contracts due to funding. They have a flexible approach to supporting the 
veterans. They often change their working days to fit in with mentees appointments such as court 
dates or appointments with other agencies.  

Service users referenced the availability of VMS staff in their interviews and online evaluation. One 
former mentee recommended that VMS employ more staff to support its ‘overworked marvels’.  
Another veteran who had benefitted from VMS suggested a helpline so that support could always 
be on hand. The adaptability and availability of VMS staff was recognised by service users, one 
described their mentor as regularly ‘going above and beyond the call of duty.’  

Through conversations with the Service Team Leader, we are aware that intensive mentoring can 
be time consuming depending on the needs of each individual mentee.  The ideal number of open 
cases that the mentor can have is 15 per FTE and this number allows the mentor to dedicate the 
appropriate time to support the individual cases.  During Covid-19 restrictions, VMS adopted a 
remote support model and this enabled the mentors to engage with more veterans.  If a particular 
support hub had an increase in referrals then this remote support model allowed mentors, out 
with the mentee's area, to provide remote support.  The support model, and the number of open 
cases per mentor, will be reviewed as face to face support re-commences. 

One mentor talked about a situation during the pandemic with one of his veterans: ‘he was really 
struggling, mental health issues not addressed by appropriate services. He phoned me to say he 
has taken an overdose, phoned me on a Sunday night, I phoned ambulance and police. We 
weren't allowed out, but I drove and parked up to check services came. Ambulance people said 
they weren't going to take him into hospital. I was phoning him, and not getting through. So, I had 
to phone the police for a welfare check. Police asked me to come because he had a violent 
background. Had to go in PPE. It worked out well. police did comment that it was good I were 
there, that I must have a good relationship. For him in particular, although I only work two days a 
week he phones me every day and we talk about what's on the TV and other things- so he knows 
someone is there.’ Cleary for this mentor their relationship with the veteran goes beyond their job 
role and a traditional mentor relationship, with set meetings around goal setting. The mentor has 
intervened during a particular crisis point, which may have been intensified due to the Covid 
pandemic. There was a recognition by mentors that over the past year they were providing a 
service during a particularly challenging circumstances, when considerations for physical and 
mental health were even more acute than they would be normally for vulnerable groups.  

During the pandemic many support agencies were unable to provide their normal level of support 
and the VMS mentors continued to make regular phone calls to the mentees they were supporting.  
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This ensured that the mentor/mentee relationship continued.  The VMS is not a crisis service 
however, due to the positive relationships the mentors have built with the mentees, they are often 
the first person they contact when they are in crisis.  Sacro has an on-call management system in 
place to provide staff guidance and managerial support with incidents outside the normal working 
hours. 

One veteran used to recommend other veterans to the service, based on his own positive 
experience. But he explained in his interview that he had stopped doing so over the past couple of 
years. He noticed that veterans involved in VMS were getting less interaction with Sacro: ‘You 
could go in there and have coffee meetings and meet, maybe half a dozen maybe a dozen other 
guys who are the same sort of predicament as yourself and have the same sort of stories. And 
you could meet any time…maybe they’re less personal…When I used to be with them, we’d be on 
fishing trips… before Covid-19 they sort of dissipated a little bit, it became much less personal.’ 
This former mentee emphasised how they benefitted from activities organised by Sacro which 
alleviated their feeling of isolation. This indicates that they had valued the social and informal 
support they got through mentoring early in the VMS programme. These are aspects associated 
with befriending programming more than mentoring programming, albeit with some crossovers.8  
 
The Service Team Leader also explained to us how when the programme started up in a small 
geographic area there was more scope for socialising between the veteran cohorts, and past 
service users, forming peer groups in a local area.  
 
In our interviews, several veterans referred to seeing their former mentors as friends. Anonymous 
veterans praised their mentors through VMS’ online evaluation form. Comments included: ‘he 
made me find my feet and made a friend if me. Bringing me gifts from his holidays. A wonderful 
man.’ Another veteran wrote that contact with their mentor ‘felt like I wasn’t on my own.’ A third 
explained working with a mentor helped, ‘getting used to speaking to someone I didn't know’. 
Indicating that they faced social anxiety challenges.  

Comments from the online evaluation form reveal other reactions to mentors, which are more 
aligned with a mentoring role towards goal setting and achievement: 

• very informative, good listening skills. non-judgemental, 

• made me feel like a normal person, 

• very helpful and friendly, 

• he gave me self-confidence and a belief that I could make it through perseverance, 

• they gave me the support I need in order to get the motivation to get things done. 

• VMS mentor listened and provided emotional support to me which has helped greatly, 

 
8 https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/282/the-difference-between-mentoring-
befriending-projects/  

https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/282/the-difference-between-mentoring-befriending-projects/
https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/282/the-difference-between-mentoring-befriending-projects/
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• guidance through difficult situations which gave me support and perspective, 

• it gave me a different viewpoint and suggested areas of support I wasn't aware of, 

• mentor has excellent contacts and knowledge. 

One mentor reflected, ‘we go to various places, we don’t provide funding, we don’t provide a 
therapeutic service, we don’t provide housing. But we direct them in the right direction and 
mentor them. They continued, ‘I would like to have a coaching role, not a mentoring role, but that 
would mean a total rethink on the skills and recruitment.’ This indicates that mentors see more 
potential for interventions to support veterans, within or outwith the VMS.  
 

4.4 Rounded Support 
 
Veterans gave particular examples of support VMS had accessed to meet their needs for example, 
helping with preparing documentation, accessing a particular service. In all the interviews with 
mentors and veterans the value VMS taking a whole person approach came across. One service 
user explained, ‘debt – mental health – employability – VMS dealt with all those issues 100% from 
the moment I walked in the door’. Another service user shared, ‘Sacro has provided me with so 
many different areas of help: financially, personally. I also had an issue with my ex-partner, and 
again, Sacro were there. Just to have someone to chat to, and just to give me some advice, or 
that sort of thing.’ 
 
VMS’ Service Team Leader explained the benefits of utilising the Justice Star TM. Firstly, to look at 
different dimensions where a person felt they needed support to help co-produce the action plan. 
Second, helping mentors and mentees prioritise areas for improvement. Thirdly, helping Sacro 
monitor progress at an individual and programme-wide level.  
 
One veteran shared that for them employability was the main thing they wanted help with from 
the outset, they agreed that as a goal with their mentor and then took steps towards that, ‘when I 
improved something, I felt like I had achieved something, it made me feel good about myself’. 
Although that was the most important goal for that veteran, they also gave examples of how their 
VMS mentor helped them in other areas, encouraging them to attend meetings, helping them 
come to terms with mistakes they had made in the past, getting them into a residential stay for 
veterans where they learnt new stills and signposting them to sources of support in their 
community. Overall, their mentor had been with them along the way to provide, ‘a gentle 
reminder of your responsibilities in life.’ 
 
VMS does not operate in a bubble. We found references to wider Sacro Programmes veterans had 
been referred to, such as the wellbeing programme Ower n’ Abeen. Forces of Nature (FON) 
provides outdoor activities for veterans, and their families, to participate in.  FON is run alongside 
Sacro's already established Garden projects in Glasgow. Although, put on hold due to the 
pandemic, there were plans for a spin off project to rehabilitate veterans involving bee keeping.9  
 

 
9 https://www.sacro.org.uk/thinking/news/using-beekeeping-help-veterans-recovery  

https://www.sacro.org.uk/thinking/news/using-beekeeping-help-veterans-recovery
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Beyond Sacro, there are interrelated support services for each VMS case. A stakeholder described 
how they worked with Sacro’s Service Team Leader, ‘working closely to make sure that we were 
plugging gaps, but also hand over the more appropriate cases if needs be to them, or them to us.’ 
They explained how when they came across a veteran who had experience or was on the 
periphery of the criminal justice system, ‘I say- it needs to go to the VMS, we’re not the most 
appropriate organisation for this individual. We need to get them that intense level of support, 
that will hopefully take them onto a sustainable future.’  

An employee of another charity explained how they support they gave to a veteran was 
dependent on the VMS support, ‘I was able to empower their journey by offering a grant to an 
individual who otherwise would have nothing. We weren’t going to give them this kind of one-off 
support without knowing that they were getting proper longer term back up support from the 
VMS’. This indicates that directing financial support from a charity was enabled through the service 
support of Sacro.  
 
Mentors did reference speaking with colleagues, especially any based in their area, to compare 
cases and suggest ways to help. Sharing best practice between colleagues was seen as important 
and happened organically, certainly at hub level. Although not referenced in any interviews, we 
are aware that adoption of digital technology including Microsoft Teams is being courage to enable 
knowledge sharing. VMS staff emphasised how they identified and drew on appropriate support 
for veterans. This very much depended on their particular aims for improvement and the support 
available but did depend upon the part of Scotland where the veteran resided. 
 
One stakeholder was very conscious of mitigating a postcode lottery with support for veterans. 
They explained the services they felt were available at a national-level, including VMS: ‘so we 
have the VMS who are obviously very specialist at what they do, and you’ve got the Welfare 
Support Service who are more generic, and you know, do cover the whole of Scotland but there 
are only 6 of my team. You then have SSAFA who are a volunteer organisation, doing case work, 
I would say there is probably one for each local authority.’ 
 
Looking at the aims of VMS, mentors felt that the hardest area to address were alcohol and drug 
addictions. One mentor explained, ‘it's very easy for an individual to relapse.  It's easy to address 
the issue when we're mentoring them, but we don't hold onto those people forever.  Its possible 
people will come back into the service because they've relapsed because they don't have the 
support.  They do well while they're within the system but it's very easy to fall back into when 
they're not with us.’ The mentor elaborated that veterans with PTSD, but with substance addiction, 
were turned away from services by the NHS, and told they needed to deal with their addiction 
first. In that case they would turn to self-medication. When they came across a veteran with 
substance misuse, they would refer to NHS, but they would also refer to a specialist counselling 
service operating in their local area, ‘they are fantastic. I go with them and sit with them in first 
interview and once trust developed, I leave. And then check they are going. I rely on that quite a 
bit.’ This indicates that mentors are constantly developing their own ideas of what support is 
available, and what support can be effective, and then helping appropriate referrals.  
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Regarding the aim of improving physical and mental health, mentors explained how the veterans 
would need more specialised support to address the underlying causes. For example, ‘if we have 
a veteran we suspect has mental health issues- either diagnosed or they tell you things you can 
pick up. I have to be careful, I'm not their therapist, that's not my role on this.’ 
 

4.5 Effective Inwards and Onwards Referrals 
Interviewees working for VMS and other support organisations for veterans did emphasise the 
importance of working with the armed forces. Awareness raising was described as important 
within VMS supporting a prevention agenda. We note that VMS staff have worked closely with the 
resident military unit at Fort George and have provided information and guidance to serving 
soldiers.  

One former veteran explained how they had benefitted from VMS and their desire that the 
programme was known to more people serving in the armed forces if they were at risk of 
becoming involved with the criminal justice system. ‘For veterans who are leaving the army, you 
know, when they are leaving, these guys should be targeted. Tell them, this is where you can go, 
these people will help you’. Another commented in their evaluation form: 'It’s not widely known 
about; I may have been able to avoid offending in the first place had I had their support 
beforehand’. 
 
The VMS supports veterans who are currently involved in, or on the periphery of, the Criminal 
Justice System.  VMS does not actively seek referrals from the serving military community.  The 
Ministry of Defence (MOD) organises the Defence Transition Service (DTS) that works with those 
who are still serving in the military who need extra support on leaving. The VMS has established 
relationship with the DTS in Scotland and receive referrals from the DTS. 
 
VMS staff shared their process for helping bring programme participants on board and setting up 
the mentoring arrangements. ‘First contact is the biggest barrier to accepting support – if we're 
being referred someone … it's often likely we'd pop into… introduce ourselves and make that first 
point of contact.  There are strategies in place to help us engage veterans.  We do this often.  
There are certain individuals who are maybe released from prison and we don't get that 
opportunity.’ One stakeholder explained that working with veterans requires helping them to get 
over barriers to asking for help: ‘people who have a military career have an instant sense of pride 
of what they did. Fear as well, because they don’t want to put their hands up. They don’t want to 
be seen as needing.’ 
 
One veteran explained how they came into contact with the VMS programme: ‘I was also helped 
by Poppy Scotland, helped with CV and employability. Also referred to Combat Stress. I then was 
introduced to Sacro and their services.’  
 

Therefore, veterans are being referred to VMS through criminal justice organisations, other 
charities, and self-referrals. One mentor explained how awareness of VMS had grown amongst 
professionals involved in the criminal justice system over the years, ‘all the sheriffs in the big 
courts know of us and we're well thought of within the community now.’ 
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In terms of onward referrals, mentors explained how Sacro’s referral to other charities could 
secure support, when referrals were a way into access. For example, ‘prior to Covid most food 
banks you needed an agency referral, so we have built up relationships with those [in their 
operation area].’ 
  
Data from September 2019- August 2020 in the VMS annual report evidences the diverse onward 
referrals for the purpose of:10 
 

• Employability support, 
• Welfare rights advice, 
• Financial support, 
• Mental health support, 
• Training and education, 
• Housing, 
• Addiction support, 
• Welfare support, 
• Level/ court support, 
• Prison support, 
• Wellbeing programming. 

 
Armed Services Advice Project (ASAP) was the onward referral pathway used the most by VMS 
staff.11 ASAP is run by Citizens Advice Scotland. Similarly to VMS, this service is funded by charities 
including Poppyscotland. Resources include a website, e-learning and a phoneline for trained 
advisors. Another referral pathway with high instances was Veterans First Point (V1P) provided as 
part of the NHS.12 This provided Veteran Peer Support workers with lived experience of the 
military to provide a mental health and well-being service and refer to other appropriate services 
for veterans.  
 
There are over 500 services for Veterans in Scotland.13 Therefore navigation and establishing 
suitability are key for VMS to support veterans. Building personal relationships with the third and 
public sectors was referenced by mentors and stakeholders as an ongoing priority of the job. 
Knowing other professionals and being able to refer smoothly was greatly appreciated by VMS 
staff and staff from other agencies.  
 

  

 
10 https://indd.adobe.com/view/dfd0198d-148b-421b-aca0-a03dfcb7510f p.11 
11 https://www.adviceasap.org.uk/  
12 https://www.veteransfirstpoint.org.uk/  
13 https://www.veteransfirstpoint.org.uk/about-us  

https://indd.adobe.com/view/dfd0198d-148b-421b-aca0-a03dfcb7510f
https://www.adviceasap.org.uk/
https://www.veteransfirstpoint.org.uk/
https://www.veteransfirstpoint.org.uk/about-us
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4.6 Performance and Outcomes 
 
4.6.1 Perceptions of service quality 
 
Feedback from veterans about VMS, gathered through the programme’s online evaluation form 
was very positive, with no feedback that the service and support were poor (see figure 4.2).  
 
Figure 4.2: Ratings of VMS by veterans 
 

  
 
4.6.2 Results from Justice Star TM score analysis 
 
VMS uses the Outcomes Star TM and specifically the Justice Star TM which tracks progression over 
ten set areas:14 
 

1. Accommodation 
2. Living skills and self-care 
3. Mental health and well-being 
4. Friends and community 
5. Relationships and family 
6. Parenting and caring 
7. Drugs and alcohol 

 
14 https://www.outcomesstar.org.uk/using-the-star/see-the-stars/justice-star/  
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8. Positive use of time 
9. Managing strong feelings 
10. A Crime-free life 

 
In practice, a few areas are prioritised and then reviewed together after three months. Inputs by 
mentors, in discussion with veterans, reflect progress on all domains, not only for prioritised goals. 
Therefore, the compiled data within VMS Annual reports indicates change over time from a rating 
of 1-2 ‘stuck’ up to a rating of 9-10 ‘self-reliance’ across all domains.15  
As part of their interactions, mentors and mentees score ten dimensions on the Justice StarTM. This 
exercise is repeated together at each review period. This data can be used to indicate the progress 
of each individual, the average change in score and the cumulative impact of programme 
engagement. In all three cases, this gives an indication for success of VMS.  
 
We emphasise in interpreting this data (see Appendix C) several limitations: 
 

• Veterans, with their mentors may not prioritise or expect progress in all ten dimensions.  
• The data included is for all ten dimensions, not only the areas of priority.  
• Increased or decreased scores cannot be fully attributed to VMS, as circumstances may 

change in a veterans life.  
• Much of this data was collected during the pandemic where VMS has changed to remote 

mentoring and veterans may not have been able to access wider support services.  
 
Analysis of data for 111 veterans taking part in the programme who have conducted in the initial 
assessment and at least one review indicates: 
 

• Average scores increased across all ten dimensions. 
• The dimension with the lowest average starting score was mental health and well being 

(5.26). 
• The dimension with the lowest average score at first review was managing strong feelings 

(6.02). 
• Out of the ten dimensions, mental health and well being saw the most notable average 

improvement, rising from 5.26 to 5.86 on average.  
• Only 22 out of the 111 veterans reported a reduction in any scores between the initial 

assessment and first review.  
• Only 1 veteran out of the 111 reported a reduction in over half of the dimensions between 

their initial assessment and their first review 
• 23 out of the 111 veterans did not report improvements in scoring of any of the dimensions 

between their initial assessment and first review.  
• Out of these 111 veterans, 66 took part in at least one further review, 40 in at least two 

further reviews and 23 at least three further reviews.  
 
 

 
15 https://indd.adobe.com/view/dfd0198d-148b-421b-aca0-a03dfcb7510f p.16. 

https://indd.adobe.com/view/dfd0198d-148b-421b-aca0-a03dfcb7510f
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4.6.3 Perceptions of impact on offending behaviour 
 
One mentor explained how they heard positive feedback from partners, ‘I work in partnership 
with VICSOs (Veterans in custody support officer) who oversee all the veterans in that prison. I've 
had VICSOs approach me and say, ‘I can't believe that veteran hasn't returned to prison since 
working with you’. We've been told face to face from the prison service that the reoffending 
numbers have gone down.’ A service user corroborated this views that VMS and partners had 
prevented them re-offending, saying that without that help: ‘I would have gone straight back to 
prison’. 
 
Data from the evaluation form shared by VMS at the end of the engagement period supports the 
impact of VMS in behaviour (see figure 4.3). Almost all veterans responding to the survey 
described their offending as ‘in the past’.  
 

Figure 4.3: Perceptions of impact on offending behaviour 

  

 

In the VMS online evaluation form for veterans, they are asked ‘What do you think would have 
happened if you had not received support from the VMS?’ Replies contained references to people 
thinking that without VMS intervention they might have reoffended, e.g. 'If I hadn't received the 
support from [mentor] I think I probably would have done something stupid that would have 
gotten me into a lot of trouble.’  

3%3%

94%

What effect has the VMS had 
on your offending behaviour?

My offending has increased

My offending has not changed

My offending has decreased

My offending is in the past

94%

6%

Have you been charged with 
any new offences whilst 

receiving support from the 
service?

No Yes



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

24 

 
Other serious issues were raised in the VMS evaluation from responses. Veterans indicated they 
would have suffered breakdowns, and even committed suicide. Other veterans explained that it 
would have taken them far longer to work out what wider support could help them and make 
positive progress in their lives, ‘I would have continued to stumble blindly trying to access 
services’. 
 
One stakeholder explained that the VMS was a preventative intervention: ‘I can’t imagine what it 
must be like to be a person who has served a prison sentence and who is then walking out a door 
with nothing….So for the VMS to literally have been able to pick people up at that gate, will have 
prevented so many individuals going through more issues than the otherwise perhaps would’ve 
done. I think it’s the work with the prisons that they do, I think it’s extremely valuable. You’re 
saving an extremely vulnerable person from falling through the cracks.’  
 
VMS mentors also believed that education and retraining often gave mentees a goal, One mentor 
explained, ‘if someone has something to focus on it keeps them positive, there's light at the end of 
the tunnel then, so we really do focus on employment or education for our veterans.’ They 
emphasised that cross agency was crucial for this, joining up veterans to opportunities. On the 
Poppyscotland website the only mention of Sacro and the VMS programme is under the section 
on employment. Sacro is described as an ‘employment partner’ who can provide support for 
veterans in the criminal justice system through VMS and their Criminal Conviction Disclosure 
Service.16  
 
At the same time as trying to open up opportunities, it was noted that VMS was operating amongst 
a backdrop of complex and challenge factors. One mentor also explained that even with 
mentoring support, the circumstances of veterans could be setting them up to fail: ‘The local 
authority in [x] are fantastic in providing housing when you come out of prison, but you go into 
homeless accommodation to start with, it’s like prison accommodation but with no officers. You 
are still bumping into people from prison, and this is in their face every day’. They explained how 
under these sorts of circumstances it took real determination from veterans to keep in with VMS 
and keep improving.  
 
4.6.4 Regional variation 
 
As VMS is now described as a national programme, utilising a hub model, we examined the case 
data corresponding to Local Authority Areas. For the past 2.5 years (2019-early 2021) all local 
authority locations have been documented. This shows the service is most utilised within 
Edinburgh (34% cases), Glasgow (14%), Fife (13%). From the dataset provided there were some 
gaps in local authority area provision, notably areas with relatively low populations and relatively 
high remote-rural classification areas.  
 
  

 
16 https://www.poppyscotland.org.uk/get-help/employment  

https://www.poppyscotland.org.uk/get-help/employment
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4.6.5 Case Duration 
 
Out of 281 cases referred to VMS the average duration of engagement was 238 days 
(approximately 34 weeks or 8 months). The engagement with veterans ranged from 6 days, for a 
case where the referral was made to VMS but not accepted, up to 910 days. 
 
VMS operational data includes nine types of reasons for closing cases: 
 

1. Outcome achieved 
2. Non-engagement 
3. Disengagement 
4. Not ready for support 
5. Not appropriate referral 
6. Deceased 
7. In prison 
8. In witness protection 
9. Relocated outwith service provision i.e., outside Scotland 

 
Figure 4.4: Reasons for Closed Cases 
 

 
 
Figure 4.4 shows the reasons for closed cases. Non-appropriate referrals were extremely low, 
indicating a good referral pathway from partners. Non-engagement with VMS applies to 
approximately half of cases opened by VMS. This includes where a veteran does not respond to 
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contact or turns down help from VMS. This reflects the overall challenges of engaging with this 
group and emphasises the importance of referrals and publicity of the services to encourage 
engagement. Once engaged, disengagement was low (15%) for a group with very challenging 
circumstances. This indicates the quality of VMS. Indeed, a quarter of cases were closed because 
outcomes were achieved (24%).  
 
When we exclude cases where veterans did not engage, were not ready for support, were in 
prison/ witness protection/ deceased/ relocated and non-appropriate referrals we can gather a 
clearer picture of the overall success of the closed cases. For the remaining cases 38% disengaged 
with VMS and 62% achieved agreed outcomes.  
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5. Recommendations  
 
Overall, it is clear that VMS is a hugely valuable programme. It is recognised as unique and high-
quality by service users, VMS staff and Sacro’s partners.  
 
Our recommendations are framed to enhance the value of the programme into the future, subject 
to support and funding. Recommendations relate to: 
 

• The mentoring model,  
• VMS’ scope and scale, and  
• Strategic considerations.  

 

Recommendations – the mentoring model 
 

• We recommend VMS continues to adopt a flexible approach to goal-setting, allowing 
mentors to do this in the way which best suits the personalities, priorities and 
circumstances of their individual service user, 

 
• We recommend that it is emphasised to all parties involved that VMS provides time-

limited and goals-based mentoring. It is important to explain what this means for staff, 
partners and service users. It is also important for VMS to emphasise what this type of 
mentoring involves and how it differs from befriending, coaching or counselling, 

 
• We recommend that charities supporting veterans conduct a mapping exercise to 

establish what support is available at national, regional and local levels for veterans. This 
will help both with development of the service and showing existing and potential referral 
avenues giving extra support to veterans.  

 
• We recommend Sacro continues to recruit and retain appropriate mentors with both skills 

and recent lived or family experience of the military who go ‘above the call of duty’, 
 

• We recommend that Sacro gives consideration to ways to clarify the boundaries of the 
mentor – service user relationship in order to negate the risk of blurring boundaries. 
Meeting up in informal social spaces helps develop mentoring relationships but should not 
be taken as a social engagement by mentees.  

 
• We recommend some additional training and support for mentors operating remotely 

during the current Covid pandemic, even to assure them that they are following best 
practice under challenging circumstances.17  

 
17 https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/402/guidance-for-mentoring-projects-to-
move-service-delivery-online/  

https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/402/guidance-for-mentoring-projects-to-move-service-delivery-online/
https://scottishmentoringnetwork.co.uk/resources/view/402/guidance-for-mentoring-projects-to-move-service-delivery-online/
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• We recommend VMS considers ways they could blend face to face and remote interaction 

going forwards, as restrictions associated with Covid are lifted, 
 

• We recommend VMS considers transferrable learning from other mentoring programmes 
for veterans. Funded by the Forces in Mind Trust, and delivered by TimeBank, a recent pilot 
ran over 18 months of a fully online mentoring programme.18 The evaluation of that 
programme explained: ‘With location removed as a barrier, matches can be based solely 
on the best fit for individuals – on shared interests or personalities - rather than on how 
easily matches can meet up….participation was not dependent on the proximity of 
mentors to mentees, or on the availability of transport giving people in remote and rural 
areas an equal opportunity to participate.’ 

 
• We recommend Sacro continues to include pathways where veterans are directed 

towards a befriending service. This could help ensure the distinction between the support 
by paid staff, and support by volunteers. The Befriending Network explains: ‘Befriending 
often provides people with a new direction in life, opens up a range of activities and leads 
to increased self-esteem and self-confidence. Befriending can also reduce the burden on 
other services which people may use inappropriately as they seek social contact.’19 

 
• During the Covid -19 restrictions VMS mentors adapted their support model and provided 

remote support to the veterans.  Going forward we recommend VMS uses a blended 
model of support which will incorporate face to face and remote support using digital 
platforms. Remote support model will also allow the VMS to provide regular support to 
veterans who live in more remote areas.   

 
 

Recommendations – VMS’ Scope and Scale 
 

• We recommend that VMS explores the demand for the service, and the referral routes it 
could fully utilise if resources were no object. This will help Sacro plan resources and build 
a case for continued funding and support. 
 

• We recommend that VMS taps into resources and experiences of charities active in co-
design and co-production.20 Sacro had begun to plan a VMS User Involvement Group and 
will progress this once Covid pandemic restrictions ease. We can see how user 
involvement will generate ideas, feedback and enhance VMS’ reputation. We advise that 
user involvement corresponds to the trend for Service Design within the third sector- 
putting structure around design of services that meet user needs.  

 
 

18 https://timebank.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/TimeBank-S2SO-Evaluation-Report-December-
2020.pdf  
19 https://www.befriending.co.uk/about/what-is-befriending/  
20 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYz_scvx6-I  

https://timebank.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/TimeBank-S2SO-Evaluation-Report-December-2020.pdf
https://timebank.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/TimeBank-S2SO-Evaluation-Report-December-2020.pdf
https://www.befriending.co.uk/about/what-is-befriending/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYz_scvx6-I
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• Forces of Nature is being set up with the aim that Sacro can provide a safe, remote setting 
for veterans to practice mindfulness whilst looking after the bees. It will also provide both 
veterans and mentors with an opportunity to spend time outdoors. Mentors will be able to 
provide support and advice whilst embarking on new shared experiences. 21 We 
recommend that this project will be complementary to VMS, especially if it encourages 
peer interaction and socialising between different veterans through a shared activity.  

• We recommend that VMS continues to look at ways of ensuring coverage and mitigating 
any post-code lottery in support for veterans with/ at risk of criminal offending, building 
on recent expansion of the hub model with staff now based out of Elgin, Glasgow, 
Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Dundee This could include expansion to more bases, working 
with local partners in more remote-rural locations, or utilising technology. We appreciate 
that this will need continued support from funders interested in both national and local 
provision.  
 

• We recommend that Sacro reviews the best ways to capture the impacts of VMS, as part 
of its PhD project on monitoring and evaluation.  

 

Recommendations- strategic considerations 
 

• We recommend the unique selling point of intersectional understanding is driven forward 
through engagement with funders and partners, building on the findings from this research 
that this unique expertise is a significant contributory factor to the success of VMS. This will 
involve promoting awareness of bias and possibly encouraging culture change.  
 

• We recommend that VMS embeds their Strategic Advisory Group to give advice and 
direction to VMS and ensure a partnership approach.  
 

 
• We recommend VMS staff continue to take opportunities to be engaged in working groups 

and feed into The Strategy for our Veterans (2020 Scottish Government); given its wider 
collaborative approach and specialism in intersectionality, Sacro is well positioned to raise 
awareness of seldom heard voices including veterans with experience/ at risk of 
experience in the criminal justice system. 

 
• We recommend that within the VMS programme, resource is planned for wider 

awareness raising, best practice and knowledge exchange on intersectionality. VMS should 
be supported to reach its full potential of delivery and influence. To cover the required 
resource, funders often include criteria around wider sharing, dissemination and learning 
within their funding criteria.  

 
 

 
21 https://www.sacro.org.uk/thinking/news/using-beekeeping-help-veterans-recovery  

https://www.sacro.org.uk/thinking/news/using-beekeeping-help-veterans-recovery
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Appendix A: Discussion Guide- Service Users 
 

Veterans Mentoring Service evaluation 
Interview Discussion Guide – Service Users 
November 2020 

 

Introductions (10 mins) 

Introduce self and The Diffley Partnership 
 
Introduce the research: Sacro commissioned The Diffley Partnership to conduct an evaluation of 

the Veterans Mentoring Service (VMS) and you have been identified as a Service User with 
whom we would like to speak. The aim of this interview is to explore your perceptions of the 
VMS service and to explore what might improve the service. 

 
- Explain the discussion will last up to 45 mins. 
- Explain sequence of the discussions: general to specific 
- Provide reassurances that findings will be reported as overall messages and themes.  
- Fully anonymous and confidential; The Diffley Partnership abide by the Market Research 

Society Code of Practice and the SRA Ethical Guidelines.  
- Request permission to record discussion – “with your permission I will record the 

discussion; this is just so we can go back and listen again after the interview” 
 
Do you have any questions you would like to ask before we start?  
 
Perhaps before we begin you could introduce yourself and say when you were/have been 
engaged with the VMS? 
 
PROBE: How long, since when, why did you use the service etc 
 

General impressions (10 mins) 

 
Generally, what are your perceptions of the VMS? How has the VMS helped you? 
Interviewers capture spontaneous comments 
 
PROBES: relevant, innovative, value of mentor, what benefits has the service provided for you? 
Any drawbacks? Would you recommend the service to others? 
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Views and attitudes (20 mins) 

If you have been in contact with other organisations other than Sacro, do you think that there 
are enough support available/other specialist support services for veterans apart from the 
VMS? Thinking of those organisations, how do you think the VMS compares to them? 

 
Do you think the VMS is engaging with those veterans who need the support? Is there 
something Sacro could be doing to help get those service users engaged with the service? Do 
you think there are particular barriers to some veterans for accessing the VMS? 
 
What would you say are key aspects of the VMS that work well, and which less well? What 
could be improved? 
PROBE: How, who should be making these changes, what impact would they have? 
 
To what extent do you think the aims and objectives of the programme have been achieved? 
 
 PROBE: The service has the following key aims: 
• support veterans to build confidence and self-esteem,  
• address alcohol and drug addictions,  
• address offending behaviour,  
• access support services,  
• keep appointments with other agencies, 
• enhance life and social skills, 
• access education or training, 
• address physical and mental health issues,  
• build self-support groups and networks,  
• find employment opportunities,  
• carry out training which will benefit themselves and others (safeTALK/Assist),  
• reintegrate into the community, become more inclusive and participative citizens.  

 

Conclusions and wrap-up (5 mins) 

Thank you very much for the rich discussion, is there anything not already covered in the 
interview that you would like to mention?  
 
What happens next is that we will report the feedback as overall messages and themes to 
Sacro. As mentioned earlier this will be anonymised. This feedback will be used to implement 
any changes that might improve the VMS service. 
 

Thank and close 
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Appendix B: Discussion Guide- Stakeholders 
 

Veterans Mentoring Service evaluation 
Interview Discussion Guide – Stakeholders/Staff 
November 2020 

 

Introductions (5 mins) 

Introduce self and The Diffley Partnership 
 
Introduce the research: Sacro commissioned The Diffley Partnership to conduct an evaluation of 

the Veterans Mentoring Service (VMS) and you have been identified as a 
funder/stakeholder/service mentor part of the service with whom we would like to speak. 
The aim of this interview is to explore your perceptions of the VMS service and to explore 
what might improve the service 

 
- Explain the discussion will last up to 45 mins. 
- Explain sequence of the discussions: general to specific 
- Provide reassurances that findings will be reported as overall messages and themes.  
- Fully anonymous and confidential; The Diffley Partnership abide by the Market Research 

Society Code of Practice and the SRA Ethical Guidelines.  
- Request permission to record discussion – “with your permission I will record the 

discussion; this is just so we can go back and listen again after the interview” 
 
Do you have any questions you would like to ask before we start?  
 
Perhaps before we begin you could introduce yourself and tell me more about your role/area of 
work? 
 

General impressions (15 mins) 

Can you briefly describe your role within/in relation to the VMS? Has this changed since the 
service started? 
 
PROBE: How long, what roles have you had, how does it relate to other relevant roles you have 
had in the past? 
 
Generally, what are your perceptions of the VMS?  
Interviewers capture spontaneous comments 
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PROBES: relevant, innovative, what benefits has the service provided for service users? Any 
drawbacks? Would you recommend the service to others? How could it be improved 

Views and attitudes (20 mins) 

Do you think that there are enough support available/other specialist support services for 
veterans apart from the VMS? Thinking of those organisations, how do you think the VMS 
compares to them?  

To what extent has VMS made a difference in Scotland considering previous support available? 
To what extent has the VMS become recognised as a model of service provision? 

What has been the experience of engagement/uptake of support with the service among 
veterans who have become or are at risk of becoming involved with the Criminal Justice 
System? What are your views on whether the mentoring service model addresses some of 
these barriers? 
 
PROBE: The service has been running for a few years. Could you give examples of how learning 
and best practice in engaging service users and different demographic groups has changed 
over time?  

PROBE: Which groups face barriers which inhibit uptake of support and engagement with 
services? What are the barriers, how do they impact, what can be done to remove them? 

What would you say are key aspects of the VMS that work well, and which less well? What 
could be improved? 
 
To what extent do you think the aims and objectives of the programme have been achieved? 
 
 PROBE: The service has the following key aims: 
• support veterans to build confidence and self-esteem,  
• address alcohol and drug addictions,  
• address offending behaviour,  
• access support services,  
• keep appointments with other agencies, 
• enhance life and social skills, 
• access education or training, 
• address physical and mental health issues,  
• build self-support groups and networks,  
• find employment opportunities,  
• carry out training which will benefit themselves and others (safeTALK/Assist),  
• reintegrate into the community, become more inclusive and participative citizens.  

 

Conclusions and wrap-up (5 mins) 
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Thank you very much for the rich discussion, is there anything not already covered in the 
interview that you would like to mention?  
 
What happens next is that we will report the feedback as overall messages and themes to 
Sacro. As mentioned earlier this will be anonymised. This feedback will be used to implement 
any changes that might improve the VMS service.  

Thank and close 
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Appendix C: Monitoring Data 
 
Each row represents and individual referred to VMS and taking part in at least the initial 
assessment and first review. Figures are the difference between the first review and the initial 
assessment scores corresponding to the ten areas of the Justice Star TM. Green cells indicate an 
improvement and red cells a set back between the two time points.  
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Dimension Initial First Review Average increase in score 
Accommodation 7.84 8.39 0.55 
Living skills and self-care 7.43 7.98 0.55 
Mental health & well-being 5.26 5.86 0.59 
Friends & community 6.33 6.76 0.42 
Relationships & family 6.60 7.12 0.51 
Parenting & caring 8.23 8.33 0.02 
Drugs & alcohol 7.67 7.95 0.29 
Positive use of time 6.09 6.61 0.52 
Managing strong feelings 5.61 6.02 0.41 
A crime-free life 7.50 8.07 0.57 
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