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The Big Issue Group is one of the UK’s best-known social enterprises with a  
29-year track record of helping people to help themselves. It was founded by social 
entrepreneurs John Bird and Gordon Roddick in 1991. Driven by first-hand experience 
of poverty and social deprivation, John was determined to develop a concept that 
could offer a ‘hand up, not a handout’ for those who needed it most.

Founded in 1995, The Big Issue Foundation is an independently funded registered 
charity which works exclusively with magazine vendors, connecting them to the vital 
support they need to enable them to rebuild their lives.

In 2005, Big Issue Invest was formed with a focus on dismantling poverty and 
creating opportunity by investing in social enterprises and charities.

2020 was a unique and unprecedented year for The Big Issue Group, and for the first 
time in our history we had to ask our vendors to stop selling The Big Issue magazine 
across the UK. As a Group, we have had to adapt our model quickly to enable us 
to offer the best support possible to our vendors and support them through these 
difficult times. 

financial support and more than 3,200 calls to provide wellbeing support and advice 
during periods of lockdown restrictions. 

This work could not have happened without the support of our corporate subscribers 
and Big Community members. 

Your support has not only helped us to get through this 
crisis, but also to sustain and develop alternative means 
of service provision for our vendors. We’ve also started 
innovative financial and digital inclusion projects to 
support our vendors to ‘future-proof’ as the economy 
and society changes. These programmes are key to 
equipping vendors with new skills, to create ways for 
vendors to earn more, and to access financial services 
and products that most people take for granted. 

Everyone at The Big Issue would like to thank you for that 
support. You are helping to make a real difference to the 
lives of some of the most vulnerable people in the UK.

Building a world that works for everyone.
Challenging, innovating and creating self-help and 
sustainable business solutions that dismantle poverty 
now and for future generations.

THE BIG ISSUE GROUP MISSION

WHO WE ARE
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We did this well, in 2020 we supported more than 2,000 vendors with more than £739,000 of



During all periods of national and local lockdown since March 20 2020.

As a result of nationwide and local lockdowns, magazine street-selling was suspended on numerous 
occasions during 2020. This left more than 2,000 active vendors across the UK - people who may be 
homeless, have mental or physical health issues, experience substance misuse or who lack skills for 
employment - without a legitimate income and much-needed social interactions that help them to 
lead more stable lives, for significant periods of time.

In response to the initial lockdown measures enforced in March, TBI’s ‘Today for Tomorrow’ response 
was up and running by April 1, enabling TBI to stay in close contact with any vendors who required 
support. Over the course of Phase One, TBI staff made (or responded to) more than 3,200 calls from 
almost 1,000 individual vendors (Figure 2).

3,249 992 3.3
Calls Unique vendors Calls per vendor

*on average
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PHASE ONE: 
‘TODAY FOR TOMORROW’

Figure 2: Phase One vendor telephone engagement

Figure 3: Type of engagement (%).

The most vital, direct support TBI could offer vendors during this period was financial support and this 
came in the form of fortnightly payments of £50 per vendor, made via bank transfer or in the form of 
a supermarket shopping voucher, to cover costs such as rent, utilities and sustenance. During Phase 
One, more than £739,000 has been distributed to more than 2,000 vendors.

Beyond the immediate financial support, vendors became more and more in need of emotional 
support with over 37 per cent of engagement related to personal wellbeing. These ‘wellbeing  
check-ins’ became a vital part of the service offered and provided a critical point of contact that 
many vendors needed to avoid further vulnerabilities and harm (see Figure 3).

6%: Enquiry about 
support from 
another service 
(e.g. DWP or similar)

10%: Check-in to better 
understand current 
Covid-19 situation

45%: Seeking to 
discuss financial 
support

39%: Wellbeing 
check-in and 
general support

Figure 1: The Big Issue’s financial spend by Covid-response Phase (£).

Phase One 
‘Today for 
Tomorrow’ 
£739,077

Phase Two ‘Back 
to the Streets’ 
£131,876

Phase Three 
Funded
£652,850

Phase Three 
Unfunded
£197,500

THE BIG ISSUE MAGAZINE 
& THE BIG ISSUE FOUNDATION

In response to the Covid-19 crisis, The Big Issue Magazine and Big Issue Foundation have needed to 
work more closely than ever before to ensure the support needs of vendors were met during periods 
when they were unable to sell magazines, as well as periods when footfall and magazine sales were 
at historic lows.

The corporate subscriptions generously taken out to support TBI and its vendors have contributed 
to helping us through 2020 and the Covid-19 crisis by forming a vital source of income that has 
allowed us to adapt our model to continue operating in the most effective ways. This required 
the implementation of a three-phase approach in response to the crisis: Phase One ‘Today for 
Tomorrow’, Phase Two ‘Back to the Streets’ and Phase Three ‘Recruitment, Empowerment and 
Extended Opportunities’.

Figure 1 (below) outlines the total amounts that TBI has spent through Phases One and Two and 
shows the amount of Phase Three future spend that is currently funded and the amount that still 
needs to be funded. The report then provides a deeper dive into the critical work this money has 
already helped to achieve, as well as the future impact the next phase of plans can accomplish.  
The report also highlights stories of individual vendors and how the pandemic has affected them. 
Finally, the report gives an overview of Big Issue Invest’s work during 2020.



Since returning to street-selling operations, TBI has seen an increased demand in vendors wishing 
to go cashless and accept contactless payments on their pitch. Of the returned vendors, 551 (20 per 
cent of total vendors) can now take contactless payments with 287 more having expressed interest 
in going cashless but needing support gaining ID or opening a bank account before that is possible. 
The number of vendors accepting cashless payments across the UK is increasing daily and we have 
now partnered with iZettle to make this process as simple for vendors as possible.

Taking this forward, TBI wants to do more to create a greater breadth and depth of opportunities  
available to the vendors they support, not only by developing new means for them to sell and earn 
more but, crucially, by enabling them to widen aspirations, gain qualifications and to move into 
more formal forms of work. It is with this mission in mind that TBI moves into Phase Three.

THE BIG ISSUE: CSR IMPACT REPORT 2020 THE BIG ISSUE: CSR IMPACT REPORT 2020

PHASE TWO:
BACK TO THE STREETS (ONGOING)

Data period: July 6 – December 10 2020.

Following the initial easing of societal restrictions, beginning in late June 2020, TBI vendors have 
begun returning to magazine street-selling across the UK. However, it is clear that the economic 
fallout of the pandemic will be massive, with projections by IPPR suggesting the crisis could leave 1.1 
million more people below the pre-Covid poverty line at year-end.  As such, the need for TBI’s ‘hand 
up, not a handout’ approach is more vital than ever. 

Phase Two of TBI’s response, which began on July 6 2020, is ongoing and committed to providing the 
most effective means for as many vulnerable people as possible to safely earn a living. This includes: 
setting strict criteria to allow safe street selling; widening the range and increasing the number of 
vendors TBI work with; providing all new and returning vendors with ‘welcome back’ kits and training 
(including PPE); ensuring a minimum of 80 per cent of vendors are ready with contactless payment 
capability by the end of 2020, and; delivering updated health and safety training to all staff working 
with vendors across the UK. 

Since July 6, 2,745 vendors have returned to selling, 398 (14 per cent) of whom are new vendors, 
having not worked with TBI before. All vendors have received PPE , including the 1,500 who received 
the full ‘welcome back’ kits. All vendors have received a ‘Covid-19 Safe’ health and safety briefing 
from TBI Frontline staff before returning to street selling (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Phase Two vendor engagement (to-date) and proportion of new and returned vendors (%).

2,745 100% 1,500
Unique vendors Received PPE Welcome Kits

Vendors 
returned from 
pre-lockdown 
86%

New 
vendors
14%

  "1.1 million more people face poverty at end of 2020 as a result ...." 4 Jun. 2020, https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/1-1-million-more-people-face-poverty-at-
end-of-2020-as-a-result-of-coronavirus-pandemic-finds-ippr. Accessed 9 Sep. 2020.
  Caps, hand sanitiser, face masks and visor.
  Including a bag, gloves (until government policy change in early August) and the majority also received 10 free ‘Welcome Back’ magazines.



The remaining funding beyond the completion of 
Phases One and Two has enabled the launch of 
many of these Phase 3 activities and will continue 
to support the delivery of these programmes going 
forward. Some of the projects that are already 
funded include the ‘Refer-a-Friend’ recruitment 
drive, the new Vendor-centric Induction System (as 
part of the Vendor Recruitment plan), the Digital 
Sales Interface (as part of Vendor Engagement) 
and supporting the costs of the essential and 
hardworking TBI staff to deliver objectives across 
both these streams of work. However, some 
projects in these plans remain unfunded as yet.

Figure 5: Phase Three.

Vendor 
Recruitment
Reaching people through ways 
TBI has not tried before to support 
those who are most likely to be 
disproportionately impacted by 
the economic fallout of Covid.

Vendor 
Empowerment
Developing new means to support 
our vendors to sell and earn more 
via vending as well as supporting 
them to move forward towards 
more stable lives. 

Extended
Opportunities
Adding value to individuals and 
communities, while engaging 
a wider audience and clearly 
demonstrating that TBI is more 
than just a magazine. 

Development and implementation of a robust and accessible 
measurement and reporting system for frontline staff.

Launch a ‘Refer a Friend’ vendor incentive scheme. 

Launch of a new on-street outreach programme including staff 
training, regional targets and support through partner networks. 

Launch of a frontline-led recruitment strategy which aims to reach 
out to those groups currently under-represented in the vendor base. 

Launch of regional-focused National Recruitment Week.

Launch of a new standardised ‘vendor-centric’ induction system. 

Creation of an insights-led strategy to ensure existing and prospective 
vendors’ needs and aspirations are properly understood and responded to. 

Launch of the vendor e-wallet to improve levels of financial and digital 
inclusion and enable vendors to manage sales/money.

Launch of a Financial and Digital Skills Programme for frontline staff and 
vendors, including the enrolment of Digital Champion Volunteers.

Launch of a digital sales interface, whereby consumers can pay via NFC/QR 
and be sold additional products including subscriptions, digital content access 
and make regular financial contributions to support TBI and its vendors. 

Launch of our Community Leader/Mentor programme to provide peer-to-peer 
support and opportunities for established vendors to develop new skills. 

Use a service design approach to user need and competitor mapping to 
avoid duplication of support and creation of valuable opportunities.

Launch and delivery of frontline sales coaching training. 

Launch of a vendor sales qualification/accreditation.

Formation of a network of key partners that can create employability 
pathways for vendors. For example, Business Action on Homelessness. 

Launch of a new 16-24 ‘Creative futures’ programme, with the creation of 
apprenticeships into TBI digital and editorial teams. 

Formation of the Vendor Enterprise Programme, designed to provide seed 
funding and mentoring to vendors seeking to set up their own business. 

PHASE THREE:
RECRUITMENT, EMPOWERMENT
AND EXTENDED OPPORTUNITIES

Many predict that the UK will see a significant 
step-change in how society thinks about major 
social issues post-Covid, such as how poverty 
is perceived and acted upon, as well as deeper 
questioning of our culture of consumption, with 
environmental sustainability at the forefront.  

Therefore, as TBI evolves, this greater social 
purpose provides the organisation with an 
opportunity to grow audience numbers, diversify 
publishing and income streams and seek new ways 
to leverage the strength of The Big Issue brand to 
extend TBI mission – creating a greater breadth 
and depth of opportunities for the vulnerable and 
disadvantaged.

It is within this context that TBI has developed its 
multi-levelled Phase Three programme: Vendor 
Recruitment, Empowerment and Extended 
Opportunities (see Figure 5).
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VENDOR STORIES CORPORATE SUBSCRIPTIONS
& THE BIG COMMUNITY
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Richard’s Story
“Lockdown was difficult at first. Steve [Carter, 
The Big Issue’s Sales and Operations team 
leader for Devon and Cornwall] was in 
touch every week and we also got the cash 
payments, which were welcome. At first it was 
like you could take your foot off the pedal and 
have a rest. But as soon as you could exercise 
again I walked the coastal path, I got my tent 
and my backpack and walked about 520 miles 
in four weeks. I really felt for people isolating in 
tower blocks with kids in inner cities.”

Mark’s story – Sheltered 
Employment Scheme
“Thank you so much for your 
continuous support and 
helping to provide a job and a 
regular income for me through 
subscriptions. Without The Big 
Issue and the opportunity this job 
gives me, I would probably be on 
the streets, in prison, or maybe 
even six feet under.”

Simone’s Story
“It was quiet at first back on my pitch 
but I’m building it back up again now 
and my regulars have come back to 
me, which is lovely. A few of them are 
on my Facebook page so I keep in 
contact with them that way. I have a 
card reader, phone and tablet now, so 
people can pay me contactless. It’s 
made a difference; I get at least three 
or four more customers a week now.”

Easton’s Story
“I’m still working hard 
on my pitch and I’m still 
playing music just like I 
did before the lockdown. 
After I returned to selling 
a woman asked me for 
a picture and I asked 
her why. She replied: ‘It’s 
because you make The 
Big Issue look good.’ It 
was really nice!”

Covid-19 has been devastating for our street vendors, some of whom are homeless and many 
already live in very difficult circumstances. This crisis has been a severe blow to their livelihoods and 
mental health, and has created some huge challenges for us as a social enterprise.

As part of our response to this crisis we launched a partnership initiative called The Big Community. 
This initiative extends our mission to dismantle poverty by bringing together partners that share 
our values for a more equal and inclusive society, and by helping to support those in need. It is an 
opportunity to work together to positively affect the communities we live in, and to support The Big 
Issue and our vendors throughout this crisis and beyond.

We offer a wide range of ways to become part of our Big Community, including tailored media 
campaigns, membership packages, print subscriptions, and access to our new app. Many of you 
already support this initiative for which we extend our deepest gratitude, but please do get in touch 
if you would like to explore further opportunities. The Big Community is powered by the organisations 
that support it, and by working together we can extend our impact to help tackle the societal and 
environmental challenges of our time.

Corporate subscriptions also play an important part in supporting The Big Issue. They help us to 
build our circulation and improve our advertising revenue, but most significantly, they help us to 
create and sustain alternative models of employment for our vendors. The Big Issue’s Sheltered 
Employment Scheme gives people in poverty the opportunity to develop new skills and access new 
opportunities. Our corporate subscriptions are currently fulfilled by one of our vendors, Mark Richards.



BIG ISSUE INVEST
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In the 2019/2020 period, Big 
Issue Invest had £41.7m invested 
in 163 investees . At the end of 
the period, Big Issue Invest held 
Assets Under Management 
(AUM) and advisory over £210m.
Over 75 per cent of organisations 
we support are Community 
Interest Companies (CICs), 
Companies Limited by 
Guarantee (CLGs) and charities. 

This ensures the money we 
invest, and the profits generated 
from the investees, are recycled 
to support their communities. We 
invest all over mainland UK and 
we held 225 active investments 
throughout 2019/2020. 

We support investees from 
their inception through their 
growth stage. Our investees are 
split equally across the age of 
business; 25 per cent are less 
than five years and 25 per cent 
are over 20 years old. Our range 
of funds provides investment 
options from £20,000 up to 
£3.5m investment. In 47 per cent 
of our investments, BII is the sole 
investor and our investment 
managers collaborate with 
clients to design a product that 
works for them.

Our investees work across all of 
the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG). The 
five primary SDG areas our 
investees work in are:

Invisible Cities Case Study
Invisible Cities offers high-quality training for people who have experienced homelessness to gain 
confidence, self-esteem and transferable skills. 

They do this by training people who have experienced homelessness to become tour guides in their 
own cities so they can share their experience of the city and feel empowered as a valued member of 
the places where they live. 

With an estimated 320,000 people homeless or at risk of homelessness, the work of Invisible Cities 
is more important than ever. The supportive employment and wellbeing support of Invisible Cities is 
crucial for many of the UK’s most vulnerable people. 

The Big Issue & Invisible Cities
Big Issue Invest supported Invisible Cities with £50,000 as part of our Power Up Scotland programme. 
The Big Issue magazine supports our vendors to generate an income that works for them and 
Invisible Cities provides employment, training and support for their tour guides. 

Angus, an Invisible Cities guide in Edinburgh, has worked with both organisations and made an 
impact on them. 

“Four years ago, I was told by The Big Issue team about a new initiative in Edinburgh that trains 
people with experience of homelessness to become walking tour guides. Being interested in Scottish 
history and languages, I was eager to get involved.”

Angus went on to secure part-time work at a historical attraction in Edinburgh and continued to 
work with Invisible Cities and The Big Issue. More than this, Angus became a key supporter of The 
Big Issue by teaching himself Romani and becoming a translator in the office. Carolyn, The Big Issue 
Edinburgh Team Leader, says: 

“What an asset Angus was to the Edinburgh team! His ability to speak Romani, plus his eagerness 
to get involved with helping other vendors, was immensely beneficial to us. I know of so many 
occasions where Angus helped our vendors navigate support services and advocate on their behalf. 
He helped staff induct vendors who were new to the city, translating everything a new vendor should 
know about The Big Issue and about the city. 

“When we heard about the opportunity for vendors to train with Invisible Cities, Angus seemed the 
obvious choice to put forward and it has been great to see his commitment to researching his tour 
and building up confidence with the support of the Invisible Cities team.”

  Calculated as total committed investment of Big Issue Invest between April 2019 to March 2020



The Covid-19 crisis has caused unprecedented change for so many, for so many different reasons, 
and TBI has been no different. Since its formation nearly 30 years ago, TBI has never before had to 
raise funds to provide direct financial support to vendors, marking what an incredibly challenging 
time it has been for the organisation, its staff, and most importantly the individuals who rely on TBI to 
maintain a stable life for themselves and their dependants. As such, we owe all the more thanks and 
appreciation to our corporate subscribers and members of our Big Community who have been so 
generous with their support. This support not only assisted The Big Issue through the initial crisis, but 
enabled TBI to put the building blocks in place for a new and stronger organisation going forward. 

If you can help further and would like to discuss opportunities then please get in touch with Mike or 
Russ – mike.angill@bigissue.com or Russell.Blackman@bigissue.com 
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A FINAL NOTE OF THANKS
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