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BACKGROUND
Establishing the Hub for SUCCESS

The Hub for SUCCESS was founded in 2018 to support care-experienced students to get
in, stay in and return to further and higher education, based on research showing a need
for a ‘one-stop Hub’ that provided comprehensive support for care-experienced
students in areas that included routes, finance, and housing. Drawing on professional
experience in the care system, the founder leveraged extensive networks and
partnerships to create a support model with nine partners, including five universities,
three colleges, and Edinburgh Council. The Hub for SUCCESS mission is twofold:
helping care-experienced individuals’ access and remain in education and advocating
for systemic change. Through careful partnership work and continuous reflection on
feedback, the Hub for SUCCESS has evolved into a vital organisation, currently
employing a team of five core staff and 20 care-experienced student ambassadors.

Care-experienced student ambassador programme

With Corra Foundation funding, the Hub for SUCCESS focused on developing a care-
experienced student ambassador programme that was initially small, supporting just
two care-experienced student ambassadors. Hub for SUCCESS invited care-
experienced students to explore employment opportunities, and at the first event,
around 24 care-experienced students attended to learn more and express an interestin
joining the initiative.

Ambassadors came into the programme from a variety of backgrounds: some were
undergraduate or postgraduate students; others had returned to education after long
breaks. For one PhD student, discovering the ambassador role was accidental. A late-
night email, initially appealing because of the paid opportunity, led them down a path of
personal discovery. As they read policies and definitions, they began to understand their
identity as care-experienced, something they had not claimed before. The role offered
financial relief, but it also provided a sense of clarity and empowerment.

“Joining the student ambassador programme became more than just a
way to earn money. It was a way of making sense of my past and
understanding my place within the care-experienced community. It
was simultaneously an emotional and solidifying process of ‘Oh my
god, this is who | am, this is my story.”

Another student, already connected to the Hub for SUCCESS through support services,
was drawn to the programme’s ethics:
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“What drew me in most was their approach - | wasn’t expected to tell

my story unless | wanted to... this was paid work. | was treated like a

team member. It wasn’t about my past. It was about me as a person,
and it felt like | mattered.”

Initially the ambassador role had little structure, it was more a case of “let’s throw
something at the wall and see what sticks”, embracing true co-design. Care-
experienced student ambassadors were compensated above the minimum wage,
recognising the value of their views and experience.

CHALLENGES AND LEARNING
The journey of co-design

As Hub for SUCCESS developed the care-experienced student ambassador
programme, they quickly recognised the substantial time and resources required to co-
design effectively. Consultation can be effective in certain situations, but Hub for
SUCCESS found that true co-design and authentic representation starts from the
beginning, even if “your house is not in order” and it must be done on an equal footing.

Additionally, Hub for SUCCESS found that true co-design is not always easy and can
lead to challenges. After a period of strategic co-design and progress, tensions emerged
when there was an impasse on the development of the care-experienced student
ambassador role. Personal factors came into play, that meant that there was limited
communication from the Hub for SUCCESS management team, and some
ambassadors felt they were left in the dark of what was next. They questioned whether
they still had a job and the nature of their role. For some, this triggered emotional
responses tied to past experiences of instability, feelings of being used and discarded
resurfaced, and the casual nature of the contracts only heightened this sense of
insecurity. Without clear, reassuring communication from leadership, the student
ambassador filled in the blanks themselves, and assumptions developed. As one
ambassador explained:

“It felt that the power that had been handed over to the student
ambassadors seemed to be quietly taken back. But the breakdown
stemmed not from malice but from miscommunication.”

This period of instability created a turning point. A Hub for SUCCESS Coordinator
stepped into managing the care-experienced student ambassador programme, not
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originally as part of their job, but out of commitment and belief in the work. They found a
passionate but fractured space.

One difficult meeting brought the power dynamics into focus as the Coordinator without
care experience faced honest, pointed feedback from ambassadors. The Coordinator
described how the experience revealed the complexity of power dynamics when
working collaboratively.

“That period was really tough. Some of the ambassadors were
unhappy and frustrated. In the absence of the manager, their
frustration was directed at me. | remember one meeting where | had to
step away - it felt like an attack. We often talk about professionals
holding power when working with people with lived experience, but it
can go both ways. | have learnt that co-production is about balancing
professional and lived experience. For example, we've engaged with
over 600 care-experienced students over six years. Their experiences
and data inform our approach, and we encourage ambassadors to
think beyond individual experiences.

While emotionally challenging, this confrontation developed understanding of co-
production versus co-management. The Coordinator learned their role is to bring
together everything - input from partner organisations, student ambassadors, and lived
and professional experience - and make decisions transparently. Not every suggestion
can be implemented. Co-production is about integrating all voices, not just prioritising
one.

Relationships and radical candor

At the Hub for SUCCESS, relationships are central. Time and energy are invested into
building trust and accountability. A key guiding value is radical candor that names things
kindly and honestly.

“I haven’t worked in a team so committed to constructive challenge.
We can ask questions like, ‘What makes you do it this way?’ It can be
uncomfortable at first, but it’s now how we work.”

This culture did not emerge easily. The team has learned to sit with discomfort and
uncertainty, recognising that trust is developed through honest conversation, not
avoided conflict.
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One ambassador gave an example of this collaboration as follows:

“Working closely with the same small group at Hub for SUCCESS
created tensions. Others said it felt cliquey, and they weren’t wrong.
We all bore some responsibility. Boundaries got messy. | expressed my
anger and felt pushed to talk too soon. For a while, | fell out of love with
Hub for SUCCESS. The conflict taught me that | need space to process
things on my own terms. | don’t always want to talk things through right
away, and that’s okay. What | learned is that it’s possible to rebuild trust
when people can respect your pace and meet you where you’re at.”

Hub for SUCCESS have learned that being a supportive and trauma-informed employer
means embracing transparency and responsibility. Radical candor has become a
practical tool: when actions don’t align with expectations, issues are addressed directly
but with empathy. Feedback is always rooted in care and growth, helping ambassadors
reflect and move forward. Conflict isn’t seen as failure, but as an expected and
welcome part of the co-design journey and this approach encourages student
ambassadors to feel comfortable giving, and receiving, honest feedback. Over time, the
Coordinator has helped create new structures with ambassadors that includes flexible
contracts, clear communication, and one-to-one support that balances agency with
support, taking a non-punitive approach. Instead, the message is - “We’re on your team.
We don’t like this behaviour, but we still value you and still want you here.”

Ambassadors are paid for all their time, including reflective conversations. Sometimes
the ambassador role can be emotionally challenging, depending on someone’s life
experience. There can be an urge to protect. Hub for SUCCESS had difficult internal
discussions about duty of care. Some leaned towards protecting ambassadors by
removing them from emotionally intense work. But others rightly challenged: we can’t
remove agency from people who have had it taken away most of their lives.

Work is now offered with clarity and choice, respecting people’s mental health and
capacity. Opportunities are described in detail, empowering ambassadors to prepare
and decide on their own terms. This balance of flexibility and structure allows the
programme to grow without becoming rigid.

“The Hub staff don’t show up in suits and ties, they show up as people.
They really listen... we’re introduced as colleagues, and that simple
respect makes a difference.”
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THE DIFFERENCE MADE
Ambassadors as change-makers

Ambassadors have developed professionally, taking on leadership roles, facilitating
workshops, meeting with senior figures and decision-makers in the Scottish
Government, a visible presence representing the Hub for SUCCESS at events.

“Having held space in leadership, conflict, and rebuilding, | have
learned how to advocate for myself, let go of imposter syndrome,
manage conflict, and create a working environment based on care.”

“l have regained the confidence | thought I’d lost. Mental health
challenges had knocked me. I still did things, but without feeling. Now, |
sign up for opportunities. | speak and present.”

Their contributions have led to meaningful system changes - including the removal of
barriers in postgraduate funding, changes in university finance systems, and greater
alignment in how corporate parenting responsibilities are approached across colleges
and universities. One ambassador challenged the age cap on postgraduate funding.

“The McGlashan Trust... had an age cap of 30, and | was 31. That didn’t
sit right with me... | wrote to the McGlashan Trust, and they listened.
They removed the age cap.”

This change kickstarted action. The ambassador wrote a report on limited funding
options across Hub for SUCCESS partnership and presented it to the Hub for SUCCESS
Advisory Board, who agreed to changes that included tick boxes on postgraduate
applications, continued support past undergraduate level, alumni discounts, and more.

Another ambassador championed a partnership wide corporate parenting programme.
Historically, universities and colleges each had their own approaches to corporate
parenting, creating inconsistencies in how care-experienced students were supported.
The ambassador helped push for a shared understanding to ensure that students could
expect equity of experience, regardless of where they studied. This advocacy was
rooted in experience, as they had spent eight years at the same university, not because
it was the best fit, but because of necessity: finances, accessibility, and timing made it
the only viable option. Moving for better opportunities would have meant sacrificing
income, accommodation, or continuity. That experience informed their work and made
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the case for a more compassionate, flexible approach to university and college
corporate parenting policies and practice.

Some of the ambassadors used their experiences to not only improve systems but to
build confidence in their own careers. Several ambassadors credited the programme
with helping them rediscover purpose, direction, and the belief that their experiences
had value in professional spaces. Mentorship also emerged organically. Some
ambassadors became senior ambassadors and guided new recruits, helping them to
navigate how to share their care experience appropriately in public spaces, without
feeling pressured to disclose personal stories. They were particularly protective of new
ambassadors who struggled with the line between personal storytelling and advocacy.
Helping others find their footing felt important, and being someone who could mirror,
shadow, and support from a place of experience.

Next steps

By employing care-experienced individuals on an equitable basis, Hub for SUCCESS
have created a unique model that goes beyond traditional practices in the sector. This
approach not only values lived experiences but also integrates care-experienced
student insights directly into the work, setting a precedent for meaningful, participatory
engagement. It enables a more authentic co-design process where those most affected
by the issues shape solutions, offering an important example of how fair employment
practices can drive systemic change.

At the same time, some ambassadors have recognised that the role has a natural arc.
Ambassadors can choose to step back due to the emotional intensity of the work, or to
pursue other opportunities. However, they can return after time away, and the Hub for
SUCCESS are thinking about planning transitions more intentionally, exploring exit
support, career development, and alumni networks.

“There can be natural shelf-life to the role... the emotional labour of
constantly retelling your story can become tiring.”

As more care-experienced students stay in education and complete their studies, the
Hub for SUCCESS is working with ambassadors to explore programmes like quarterly
‘careers cafes’. Additionally, Hub for SUCCESS is exploring flexible engagement models
(like voucher-based participation) to include those who might find the ambassador role
too overwhelming or inaccessible.

The Hub for SUCCESS student ambassador programme is not perfect, butitis
continually developing, and offering a new way for what supportive, trauma-informed,
co-designed employment can look like.



