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During the Covid-19 pandemic, funders (local and national) gave extensive funding to the 
Voluntary Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) sector to provide emergency aid to 
support communities in need, resulting in a substantial number of previously small and 
micro-organisations scaling up their activity.  
 
In this research, we sought to clarify: 
 

1. The impact of this funding environment on small VCSE organisations and the 
common challenges they are facing 

2. The ingredients that allowed organisations to successfully expand and cope with 
the added pressures this brought 

3. What support VCSE organisations need to help them sustain services 
4. What lessons can be learnt to inform how funders interact with the sector 

 
GMCVO undertook the research with small organisations (annual income under £30,000) 
who had received grants from us during 2020 and 2021. 
 
Although most organisations reported that they had expanded activities during Covid-19 
and that grants had a positive effect on their organisation, 64% of organisations reported 
they are now facing significant challenges in maintaining their services and activities. 
Some of these challenges are related to how they are funded and the support they 
receive.  
 
Organisations identified five areas 
that, on one hand, include the 
challenges they are facing but on 
the other are key ingredients that 
are needed in order for them to 
provide effective services and be 
sustainable.   
 
These ingredients are mutually 
dependent and interrelated. For 
success, all need to be in place 
and are essential to the health of 
the organisation and its activities. 
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Many of the organisations who have struggled had some of these ingredients in place but 
where any element was missing, it often caused organisations to be overwhelmed and 
caused difficulties in maintaining activities. 
 
Recommendations for Funders 
 

1. Working together at a Greater Manchester and locality level would allow funders to 
deliver a coordinated approach to grant programmes and monitoring. This would 
ensure there is the right combination of the different types of grant funding needed 
by the VCSE sector. Local Infrastructure organisations that manage grants funds, 
on the behalf of funders, play a vital role supporting a coordinated approach. 

 
2. Investing time in developing longer-term relationships with the VCSE organisations 

they fund would create a better understanding of the development, challenges and 
successes of those organisations. A relationship rather than transactional approach. 
Framing application questions and due diligence processes around the five key 
areas identified above would support the development of VCSE organisations and 
identify any areas of help needed 
 

3. Developing closer working relationships with VCSE support agencies and local 
networks would help VCSE organisations get the right support at the time in their 
development that they need it most. 
 

Recommendations for VCSE Support Agencies 
 

4. Proactively offering organisational health reviews to VCSE organisations, framed 
around the five identified ingredients for success; people, community, funding, 
support and partnerships would highlight and address any areas of concern in the 
structure of VCSE organisations. 
 

5. Providing one to one practical support to build organisational capacity and helping 
them to implement any areas of development they may need, will help VCSE 
organisations to be sustainable. 
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During the Covid-19 pandemic, funders (local and national) gave extensive funding to the 
VCSE sector to provide emergency grants to support communities in need. The VCSE 
sector stepped in to fulfil this need and gave much needed support to people at a time 
when other services were not always available or appropriate to their needs. This resulted 
in a substantial number of previously small and micro-organisations scaling up their 
activity, delivering new areas of provision and increasing their income in a very short 
period of time.  
 
From the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, concerns were raised by a number of 
agencies about the possible impact this rapid growth in need, activity and income would 
have on the VCSE sector. 
 
Towards the end of 2021, GMCVO noticed that the overall quality of applications, to the 
grant pots we managed, had dropped and that some organisations were struggling to 
complete simple monitoring returns. In addition, a small number of organisations had told 
us that they were finding it increasingly difficult to find enough funding to deliver their 
activities. 
 
We decided to investigate if some of the issues organisations were telling us about were 
widespread and what wider effect grant funding during Covid-19 had on small VCSE 
organisations. 
 
The research sought to clarify: 
 

1. The impact of this funding environment on small VCSE organisations and the 
common challenges they are facing 

2. The ingredients that allowed organisations to successfully expand and cope with 
the added pressures this brought 

3. What support VCSE organisations need to help them sustain services 
4. What lessons can be learnt to inform how funders interact with the sector 
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To investigate these questions, data were collected from the monitoring returns from 256 
organisations. These organisations had received micro (under £1,000) and small (under 
£5,000) grants from two grants programmes managed by GMCVO. The two grants pots 
were the Greater Manchester Emergency Grants for BAME1 Communities, funded by 
Comic Relief and National Emergency Foundation and the Greater Manchester Mental 
Wellbeing Grants funded by the Greater Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership 
(GMHSCP). All grant recipients had an annual income of under £30,000 when they first 
applied for the grants. Data were collected using a survey and interviews. Emerging 
findings were subsequently discussed with research participants at online meetings. 

 
A review of grant monitoring returns information, along with the content of the informal 
conversations we had with grant recipients were used to develop the survey questions. A 
detailed examination of a sample of the grant monitoring returns from GMCVO grant 
recipients was undertaken (42 monitoring reports from the 256 received). We concentrated 
on reviewing the monitoring returns that had provided information about their barriers, 
challenges, additional outcomes and sustainability plans.  
 
The resulting survey was sent to all 260 grant holders. The return rate was high, with 102 
surveys completed. Questions in the survey included:  
 

 The type of organisation 

 The activities they deliver  

 What their income had been over the previous three years 

 Skills and training needed for board members 

 Challenges they have encountered 

 Ingredients for success  

 Who they get support from 

 What they need from funders and support organisations   

 

 
As we expected when surveying organisations with a relatively small income, the largest 
category was constituted, but unincorporated, community organisations (44 in total).  More 
surprising were the high numbers of registered charities (19) and Community Interest 
Companies (22) in the sample. Both these governance structures have legal reporting and 
operating requirements that can be time consuming, require appropriate legal knowledge 
and can be costly. Due to these factors we did not expect these governance structures 
would be adopted by so many organisations with a relatively low income and no paid staff. 
 

                                            
1 *GMCVO uses the BAME abbreviation as we believe it is widely understood, but we acknowledge many 
feel this term is inadequate and limiting. We are therefore currently reviewing our use of the term. Our 
principle is to refer to individuals, organisations or networks by the terminology they themselves prefer. 
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In the main, there was good representation from across Greater Manchester. As expected, 
Manchester had the largest number of responses. This reflects the higher number of 
VCSE organisations in Manchester compared to other areas of GM2.  Responses from 
Tameside and Wigan were proportionately low, which was reflective of the lower numbers 
of grants that GMCVO had distributed in these areas during the Covid-19 Pandemic.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alongside the survey, we carried out detailed interviews with four VCSE organisations who 
had received grants. These organisations were chosen, from the grant monitoring returns, 
to represent a cross section of the communities funded and different types of projects.  
 
The interviews were one-hour-long meetings, held online in January and February 2022. 
We asked each interviewee the same questions and the answers were recorded in note 

                                            
2 A Realist Evaluation of the State of the Greater Manchester Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise 
Sector 2021, GMCVO, 10GM, University of Salford. http://www.10gm.org.uk/assets/files/GM-
StateoftheVCSESector2021-fullreport.pdf  
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form. The subjects explored reflected the questions in the survey, but giving more 
opportunity for detailed answers. 
 
In addition, we held online meetings with three employees of local grant givers, two of 
which were employees of local VCSE infrastructure organisations (LIOs). The purpose of 
these meetings was to gather their reflections on the four key questions (outlined in the 
introduction) that we set out to clarify in this research. 
 
Following the compilation of information and the development of a draft conclusion and 
recommendations, on 26th April 2022 we held an online focus group for VCSE 
organisations who had completed the survey. The purpose of the focus group was to 
gather opinions and views on the conclusions and recommendations we had drafted.  
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The survey showed that the majority of organisations funded either scaled up or delivered 
new areas of activity (59 organisations). Eleven organisations reported that their activity 
levels stayed the same and 32 organisations decreased their activity levels. 
 

Of those that increased 
their activity levels, all 
increased their income, 
some dramatically. Their 
increased activity was 
predominately funded by 
multiple small grants 
from a variety of national 
and local funders 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We asked organisations their annual income the end of March 2020, March 2021 and 
March 2022. 

 

 The average income at the start of the pandemic, March 2020, was £10,108  

This ranged from no income to the highest income of £36,000 

 

 The average income at the end of March 2021 was £23,812 

The lowest income being £250 and the highest £88,745 
 

 The average estimated income at the end of March 2022 was £26,114 

The lowest being £500 the highest income being £102,000 
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On average organisations increased their income by 250% between March 2020 and 
March 2022. However, the range is wide with some organisations having a modest 
increase and others increasing their income by far more.  
 
Examples of organisations who increased their income by far more than the average were: 
Organisation 1 who had an annual income of £1,000 in March 2020 and by the end of 
March 2022, they had an income of £40,000.  
 
Organisation 2 who had an annual income of £8,000 in March 2020 and by the end of 
March 2022 had an income of £60,000. 
 

 
Organisations were predominately grant funded and on average, they were in receipt of 
six grants during this period. However, some organisations only had one or two grants and 
others had up to 30 grants during this period. 
 
Seventeen organisations received ten grants or above and 63 organisations received 
seven grants or less.  
 

 
Thirty-two organisations 
identified that their activities 
decreased during the time 
period. In the survey, 
organisations were able to give 
multiple answers, the majority 
identified that the main reason 
for a decrease in activities was 
social distancing restrictions.  
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Organisations could select multiple categories but by far the largest category was mental 
health and wellbeing.  

 
In conclusion, around 60% of VCSE organisations experienced an increase in activity and 
grant funding over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic. The majority of organisations 
provided mental health and wellbeing services. This category included food 
banks/deliveries. A minority (30%) of organisations decreased activities during Covid-19, 
mainly due to social distancing restrictions.  
 

 
We collected information about the challenges organisations are facing, from both the 
surveys and during the interviews. Views were also sort from the three interviews we held 
with employees from grant giving and local VCSE sector support organisations. 
 
Of the survey respondents, 64% said that they are currently facing significant challenges in 
maintaining current activities. Two of the organisations interviewed reported significant 
challenges that they are facing. 
 

 
Organisations told us they need ongoing funding for their activities. They need funding to 
support organisational running costs such as management, accommodation and 
insurance. Many sources of funding are short term and only aimed at new projects. There 
is little funding for activities that are already running and working well.  
 
Sources of funding are now declining and competition is high. The time involved in 
applying for multiple unsuccessful applications is frustrating and damaging to 
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organisations. Grant programmes are often targeted at specific communities or issues. 
While this has the advantage of getting much needed funds to communities most in need, 
it does disadvantage organisations who support a mixed community or a community that 
fall outside of guidelines.   
 
Organisations reported that the time needed to provide monitoring returns for multiple 
small pots of funding is a drain on the resources of small organisations.  
Increased costs due to inflation and resource shortages has meant that, in some cases, 
grant funding no longer covers the full cost of the activity funded. 
 

 
There were a number of challenges regarding volunteers, employees and board members.  
Volunteering challenges included:  
 

 People becoming fatigued after the constant effort to deliver increased services 

over the last two years. 

 A decrease in volunteers due to people becoming ill with Covid-19 and long Covid 

 Existing volunteers being anxious about being around large groups of people. 

There were two main reasons for this; fear of catching Covid-19 and increased 

social anxiety following Covid-19 restrictions. 

 Difficulties in recruiting new volunteers. Volunteers are now returning to the 

workplace and are no longer available. 

Challenges for board members were having the skills and time to recruit, manage, train 
and co-ordinate much larger numbers of volunteers than they had previously. The majority 
of the organisations did not employ staff to manage this process. Volunteer management 
is an involved process that is time consuming and needs expertise.  
 
In some cases, organisations reported that the pressure on board members and 
employees had become extreme. It has been noted elsewhere “that the pressure exerted 
on many in the sector continues to build with each passing month. The reserves of energy 
and resilience that charities have drawn deeply on over the course of the crisis are not 
limitless.”3 
 
In our sample, this was exacerbated when the leadership of organisation depended 
heavily on a small number of, and in some cases one, key individual/s.  
 
For many organisations, there was a huge increase in workload and responsibility. Many 
VCSE organisations received daily referrals from their local council and were responsible 
for getting food and other essentials to people in desperate need. Organisations felt that 
local authorities did not always appreciate this and did not always check if they had the 
infrastructure or capacity to support this level of work. 
 
 

 

                                            
3 Larkham, J. (November 2021): Hysteresis in the making? Pandemic scars in the charity sector, ProBono 
Economics, https://www.probonoeconomics.com/pandemic-scars-and-the-charity-sector, p.1 

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/pandemic-scars-and-the-charity-sector
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“Expansion means more resources needed to meet demand for our 
services. So while beneficiaries could appreciate our step up 
interventions, our team were stretched to the limit. Gain on one side, 
pressure on the other”  

 
Balancing and managing the transition from remote delivery to face-to-face or a hybrid 
service can be challenging. Some organisations reported that managing the anxieties and 
expectations of volunteers, employees and users of their services has caused some 
difficulties. There are people who are keen to be around people and others who are still 
fearful or have health issues that will not allow this. This leaves organisations with a 
dilemma. Do they return to face-to-face services, which may exclude people who are 
vulnerable, or do they try to deliver a hybrid model? Hybrid models involve delivering two 
distinct services at the same time, one in person and one remotely. This often involves 
additional equipment costs as well as extra volunteer and employee time.  
 

 
Many organisations reported that they had received much needed support from a variety 
of sources. However, in the interviews, organisations thought they had needed and still 
need more holistic support for their organisational development, such as an overall 
assessment of their organisations’ health, rather than issue-based support.  
 
Two interviewees identified that although there was support available, finding time to 
access support was an issue. They also mentioned they did not always know what support 
they needed or have time to implement recommendations. Help to implement needed 
changes would be appreciated. 
 
Another reported they were receiving support to become a CIC but they had not examined 
other governance structures to see if they were more appropriate for their organisation. 
 

 
During the course of the research, four organisations contacted GMCVO via email, to say 
they were closing. Three out of four these organisations were CIC’s. 
 
One organisation has disbanded due to the reluctance of their elderly membership to 
return to in-person activities.  
 
Two others cited that the main reason they were closing was the inability to find funding to 
keep their activities going. Both of these organisations offered counselling as their main 
service. 
 
A director from the fourth organisation agreed to be interviewed. With the permission of the 
organisation, we have included a full case study to give an overall picture of the difficulties 
and challenges that the organisation faced. Many of the points raised in the case study 
reflect the challenges outlined in the results of the survey.  



Learning from Covid-19 pandemic grant programmes | May 2022 

 

 

 
Background 
Organisation A was a CIC that formed in 2016, operating mainly in Manchester. The 
organisation provided art and wellbeing activities for people in the community. The 
activities increased skills, improved mental health and wellbeing and reduced social 
isolation. They have received a number of small grants from different local funders. 
Previous to Covid-19 they also attracted a number of private commissions. 
 
In November 2020 the organisation was awarded funding from the Greater 
Manchester Emergency Fund for BAME communities, to run a number of art and 
wellbeing courses for the community. All activities were developed and delivered by 
a director of the CIC and freelance sessional workers. 
 
Successes 
The course itself was successful. There was some amazing artwork produced and 
participants reported that attending the courses had a positive impact on their 
wellbeing. Participants tried a number of different art forms and made new 
connections. Many of the participants felt anxious and depressed before sessions 
but left feeling motivated and positive.  

Challenges 
The changing restrictions put an increased strain on capacity. This was particularly 
difficult, as the organisation had no core funding. Reading and understanding 
additional social distancing guidelines, updating policies and implementing 
measures took many hours and all had to be done on a voluntary basis by the 
director and freelance staff involved.  
 
The group also under-costed the budget in their application which put an additional 
strain on the director. 
 
Despite the success of the project, it did not lead to any further funding. The 
organisation thought that grant funding has become more competitive as more 
organisations start up and community need rises. The organisation applied for a 
number of grants but were unsuccessful. This further drew on the director’s time, 
capacity and personal energy. 
 
The challenges the organisation faced were not just project specific. The CIC had a 
number of additional organisational needs and expenses that were not anticipated 
at the outset. Managing finances, reporting to Companies House, registering with 
the Information Commission, additional insurance costs, additional accountancy 
costs, applying for managing and monitoring multiple grants are all energy and time 
consuming. Especially without funding for these costs. 
 

“I feel like I’ve achieved something. I’ve built some trust and 

made some new friends” 
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The director we spoke to identified that despite attending comprehensive business 
development training, the CIC did not have sufficient management capacity to 
implement and sustain the changes that were needed. 
 
What would have helped? 
The organisation told us that they were not aware of their organisational 
weaknesses until they started facing difficulties. In retrospect, they needed a 
stronger board of directors from the outset. Most of the work fell to one director.   
Although the organisation accessed support from local VCSE infrastructure 
organisations, they felt that a more holistic approach to supporting them would have 
been useful. When they approached support organisations, they were given help for 
the individual request they made but with no enquiry about the wider picture. This 
meant that organisational weaknesses were not made apparent. This experience 
was echoed by the findings of the survey.  In the same way, they felt that funders 
should have a better understanding of the organisation before allocating funding. 
Funders could also give more recognition for the work undertaken, taking time to 
visit projects, properly acknowledging achievements and offering support when 
organisations run into difficulties.  
 
In addition, the organisation needed more than advice and training. One to one help 
to implement changes would have made a difference to the organisations ability to 
build their capacity.  

 

“How well do you know you’re the organisation are funding, other 
than the tick box due diligence on an application form”  
 
“What is happening, who are these people, have you met service 
users, you may be doing a disservice by giving short term 
funding” 

 
To sum up 
In the next section, we discuss the ingredients needed for an organisation to be 
successful and sustainable. People, communities, funding, partnerships and 
support. In this case study, organisation A did have some of these ingredients but 
the weaker areas affected the long term viability of the organisation. They had good 
reach and connections with the community they were serving. The director and 
freelance workers were committed and had skills and expertise in delivering 
community arts programmes. However, they did not have enough directors with the 
capacity to manage all the functions of the organisation. Although they did receive 
support, the way it was delivered did not pick up and address the weaknesses in 
the organisation’s structure. The funding the organisation received helped them to 
deliver high quality projects with good outcomes, but it was short term and there 
was not any funding to support the management, development and administration 
of the organisation.    
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The good news is that 92% of the respondents reported, that overall, the increase in their 
activities had a positive impact on their organisation.  
 
Ingredients for success were identified by the results of the survey and interviews with 
VCSE organisations. Views were also sought from the three interviews we held with 
employees from grant giving and local VCSE sector support organisations.  
 
Key words from the success ingredients question in the survey: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is interesting that many of the key words that surfaced as ingredients for success, mirror 
the key words that surfaced as challenges.  
 
Key words from the challenges question in the survey: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In both the survey and interviews, 
organisations named a number of ingredients 
that allowed them to be effective in their 
delivery and to thrive as an organisation. 
These ingredients are mutually dependent on 
each other and were all considered essential 
to the health of the organisation and its 
activities. Many of the organisations who have 
struggled had some of these ingredients but 
where any element was missing, it often 
caused organisations to feel overwhelmed and 
made it difficult to maintain delivery levels. 
 

 
Most of the services and activities delivered by the respondents were delivered by 
volunteers.  
 
Having enough people, as well as the right people resources was crucial. For most 
organisations volunteers were their main workforce. But having enough skilled board 
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members was also crucial. Other organisations identified employees and freelance staff as 
important. Few organisations had employed new employees. 
 
Large numbers of volunteers 
were needed to expand and 
maintain services. This was 
particularly important as large 
numbers of volunteers were 
affected by illness and 
bereavement. Having enough 
volunteers to fill the gaps was 
vital. It was also important to 
have enough existing 
volunteers who could work 
with the new volunteers.  
 
Most organisations did not 
have any paid staff and the 
role of board members was 
very important to the effective 
running of the service. Board members needed to have the right skills and experience to 
put policies and process into place as well as managing the increase in funding, 
volunteers and new activities. They needed to have high levels of commitment and time. 
Some organisations mentioned that they had one key committee member, volunteer or 
staff member who was the main driving force. In this case, the danger was that the key 
person could become overwhelmed or if they were no longer available, the organisation 
could fail.  
 
In the survey, organisations identified a number of key areas where board members had 
needed to develop new skills.  
 
These were: 

 Digital 

 Mental health awareness 

 Applying for funding 

 Budgeting and finance 

 Safeguarding, including Covid-19 safety 

 Food hygiene 

 Volunteer recruitment and management 

 Equalities 

 Communication 

 Leadership  

 Prioritisation 

 Project management 
 
Freelance staff played an important part in the delivery of activities. Organisations often 
did not have the time or consistent funding to employ new staff. In these circumstances, 
using freelance sessional staff was the ideal solution. Often the freelance staff used had 
long-standing relationships with the organisations.  
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Organisations described the drive and passion of all the people involved as a key 
ingredient to their organisation succeeding during this time. They described determination, 
dedication, compassion and the will to support communities. However, we know that many 
of the organisations who struggled to continue delivering were not short of passion and 
dedication.  

Organisations responded in the surveys and interviews, that having a strong connection to 
the community they serviced was vital to the success of their delivery and organisational 
health. Communities could be geographical or a group of people who share an identity or 
experience.  

This included: 

 Understanding community need, being able to recognise people’s struggles and 
providing somewhere to turn to  

 Having direct lines of communication with communities was essential to being able 
to respond to community needs as they occur  

 Providing continuity, communication and being able to respond quickly and 
imaginatively 

 Building trust and confidence within the community 

 Drawing volunteers, board members, employees and freelance workers from the 
community also increased commitment and connection and helped to build on 
existing assets in the community.  

 

 

“Collaboration and partnership goes beyond the VCSE; collaboration 
includes the funders” 

 
Organisations reported that having strong partnerships with other VCSE organisations and 
public sector agencies improved the services they offer their community but also 
supported the board members, volunteers and staff. Examples were jointly delivering 
services, receiving social prescribing referrals and being part of networks.  
 

“Connection - being part of Trafford Community Collective and the 
relationships it provides, has been a massive source of support and 
growth during this time” 
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Organisations identified that they 
had needed support in a number of 
areas to succeed during this time.  
 
The main areas were: 

 Finding and applying for 
funding  

 Developing the people and 
financial policies and 
procedures to manage the 
increased in activity and 
funding.  
 

Others included safeguarding, food 
hygiene, PPE, prioritisation, mental 
health, equalities, Covid-19 
restrictions and safety, 
communication, human resources 
and digital skills.  
 
Organisations gained this support from a number of agencies and often accessed more 
than one source of support. Local VCSE infrastructure organisations provided the majority 
of support. But support was also given by local authorities, housing associations and other 
specialist networks. GMCVO, The National Lottery Community Fund, WEA and 
Manchester BME Network were mentioned as providing crucial support.  

 

 
Organisations identified that the right blend of grant funding was essential to the success 
of their activities.   
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They told us that having funders that understood their mission, who worked in partnership 
with them, who were flexible and had easy application and monitoring processes added to 
their success.  
 
During the first two year of the pandemic, many of these qualities from funders were in 
evidence. However, organisations now tell us they are struggling to maintain funding 
levels.  
 
Short term funding and lack of funding for core and staff costs are presenting problems to 
organisations in maintaining and expanding services.  
 
Organisations who had even small amounts of self-fundraised resources identified this 
was very useful in helping with core costs.  
 
 

 
Case study 2 is an example of an organisation who grew quickly during the Covid-
19 pandemic. Although there were set backs and challenges, overall EHR managed 
this transition very successfully. During the interview, EHR identified the same 
success criteria outlined in the findings from the survey.  
 
Background 
Everything Human Rights is an unincorporated community group based in Wigan. 
They were formed in 2019 and provide activities and services for a broad range of 
people from different ethnic communities across Wigan, Bolton and Salford.  
 
During Covid-19, their activities increased dramatically. Their membership grew 
from 40 to 200 people. Their income grew from £10,000 to £35,000.  
 
Their activities and services, which were developed in response to emerging needs, 
included; food parcels, homework clubs, CV writing, job seeking, awareness 
campaigns about mental health, cancer, stopping smoking as well as social 
activities such as coffee mornings. Activities were delivered on-line as well as face 
to face.   
 
EHR have identified that, while a time of challenge, their increase in income and 
activity has had a positive effect on the organisation. They are proud of the way 
they have been able to respond quickly and creatively to community need and bring 
their services to more people. 
 
Ingredients for success 
To manage this expansion of services the group needed to change the way they 
worked and manage their organisation.  
 
Crucial to this was having the right people involved in the running of the 
organisation and delivery of activities. Dedicated volunteers run most of the 
activities. They also pay for sessional workers and project co-ordination on a short-
term freelance basis. They already had committee members with key skills such as 
project management and finance. Their accountant is also supportive and gives 
hands on support when needed. One of the ingredients they identified for their 
success was the recruitment of volunteers and committee members from the 
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communities they service. They are now providing training to the new committee 
members as part of their induction. 
 
EHR identified that they already had many of the policies and procedures in place 
that they needed to expand, but that they did need to risk assess their activities on 
a continuous basis in response to changing government social distancing 
restrictions. Wigan Council Officers gave guidance regarding conducting risk 
assessments. They also had to learn new skills in use of digital technology and bid 
writing. 
 
Most of the increase in funding was from a number of small grants. However, they 
have identified that taking their dance group into schools provided a much-needed 
source of unrestricted funding that was used to help support core costs. They found 
the grants straightforward to apply to and monitoring reasonably easy to manage. 
To manage the monitoring, they set up all processes in advance of delivery. Finding 
time to fill in the monitoring reports was difficult. 
 
Partnership working and collaboration was very important to their success. They 
worked closely with GMCVO, Wigan Council, Salford CVS and other VCSE 
organisations. This supported and added value to their services and activities and 
gave much needed access to support when needed. In return, wherever possible, 
they support other organisations. 
 
Challenges   
As membership increased and diversified, there were tensions around the clashing 
of different cultures and language barriers. They countered this by early 
identification of the issues and by the recruitment of volunteers and committee 
members from the different communities they serve. It was also important to 
manage community expectation as the organisation grew. 
 
Another issue was the high level of responsibility and pressure that they found 
themselves under. This was mainly caused by the large number of referrals from 
public sector agencies. Although funding accompanied some of this work, there was 
no funding or time to develop the infrastructure of the organisation. 
 
Sustainability 
Moving forward EHR have realised that the legal structure of their organisation 
needs updating. They are receiving support to help them with this.  
 
Finding longer term funding is a priority. This funding will allow them to employ staff 
to co-ordinate projects and secure long term funding for premises. The levels of 
activity and services they are now providing is not sustainable without this 
investment. Currently there is a lot of reliance on one key individual in the 
organisation, strengthening the committee and employing staff will help to share this 
load.   
 
They are keen to continue to build the relationships and partnerships they have 
formed and to work collaboratively across the public and VCSE sectors.  
 
Key points 
EHR’s experience paralleled many of the success ingredients identified in the 
survey. They had the right people including having a volunteer base and board that 
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was reflective of the communities they supported. This was key to building 
community trust and helped them to understand and respond creatively to 
community need. Board members that have the right training and skills was crucial 
to their success. However, they do recognise they are too reliant on one key 
individual. EHR was successful in attracting grant funding and in self-fundraising 
small amounts of unrestricted funding. They cultivated partnership arrangements 
with funders, public sector agencies and other VCSE organisations, who added 
value to their services. They sought out support from the local authority and a local 
VCSE infrastructure organisation. 
 
Like many other organisations who responded, EHR now need long term funding 
that will help to sustain their core costs and allow them to employ staff. 

 
 

 
Case study 3 are a small organisation who did not increase their activities or levels 
of grant funding during Covid-19. They did however, successfully utilise grant 
funding to help them re-start their activities and respond to the mental wellbeing 
issues their community was experiencing. 
 
Background 
Green Thumbs are an unincorporated community organisation based in Stockport. 
They were formed in 2016. They provide opportunities for people to have a small 
container gardening plot, to volunteer and to get together to support each other’s 
mental wellbeing. The plots are wheelchair and child friendly. They were set up and 
are supported by Brinnington Big Local. 
 
In 2020 the organisation received a micro grant to deliver a course to encourage 
people to use the outdoors, connect with each other and their environment, as well 
as meet new and old friends with a focus on gardening, growing, health and 
wellbeing. 
 
Initially, during Covid-19 all activities came to a halt. People were unable to attend, 
due to the pandemic and the existing volunteers just tried to keep the garden tidy as 
well as they could.  
 
Ingredients for success 
The grant was crucial in supporting people to return to the community garden and 
benefit from all it has to offer.  
 
Volunteers pulled together to plan, create and deliver a range of wellbeing growing 
sessions. The sessions were an opportunity for people to meet in safe open space, 
learn new skills and enjoy being in the outdoors. They also helped to encourage 
people to bounce back after the many lockdowns and supported people who had 
been isolated.  
 
Following the success of the sessions, volunteers extended them to a ‘natter in 
nature’ group that are held on a Saturday morning. The flexible approach enabled 
people to drop in, chat, take part in activities such as growing, or simple just to chat 
and have a cuppa.  
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The project resulted in new members, new volunteers and one new committee 
member. The flexibility the funder gave regarding timescales was very helpful. 
 

“The funding was a god send. It came just when we needed it and 
brought people together to grow, learn and improve their health 
and wellbeing” 

 
Working in partnership with Stockport Homes and the Big Local has really helped 
the group. Big Local provide financial support and both partners help the group to 
source and secure additional funding, and monitor the grants. The Big Local also 
provide marketing and campaign support.  
 
The Green Thumbs community garden is occupying land owned by the local 
church, who lets them use it rent-free. Big Local also support and help with any 
larger maintenance costs for the group and they are currently working with the 
group to extend the gardens.  
 
The committee and volunteers are a group of passionate, driven and dedicated 
people, and are all from the local community. The local community trust them and 
this gives an additional sense of responsibility and commitment to the project.  

 
The group have very low ongoing costs. They do not employ staff and they ask for 
an annual £5 contribution for each plot. This contributes £200 a year in unrestricted 
funding. Volunteers also sell painted pots to raise money.  
 
Challenges 
Many people were initially hesitant and frightened of coming back to the community 
gardens. People’s life circumstances had also changed during Covid-19.  
 
Sustainability 
The group have secured their financial sustainability for the next three years 
through the funding they raise and the partnership with Big Local. They are not 
reliant on grant funding.  
 
They have plans for expansion, working in partnership with Friends of Reddish Vale 
to use their orchard and with Stockport Council to develop an additional eight plots.  
 
Key Points 
Green Thumbs have successfully navigated the Covid-19 pandemic and have 
emerged as a strong and sustainable small grassroots organisation. They have the 
same success ingredients that have already been highlighted but with a particular 
emphasis on being rooted in the community and having strong partnerships with a 
number of agencies that support them.   
 
Green Thumbs do not need large amounts of grant funding to function as they keep 
their overheads low, raise a small amount of funding through membership and 
selling products. They also have an effective partnership with Big Local who help 
with maintenance costs and the local Church who allows use of the land for free.   
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Case study 4 highlights a small, entirely volunteer run, organisation that is 
supported by a national body. MSR’s activities stopped almost altogether at the 
beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic then slowly increased throughout. They used 
grant funding to run a specialised project for carers. 
 
Background 
Manchester and Salford Ramblers are an established group, running weekday and 
weekend walks in and around Greater Manchester. They are entirely run by 
volunteers. 
 
In the early months of Covid-19, the group’s activity stopped entirely. As soon as 
small groups of six people were able to meet outdoors, walks for this number re-
started.  After the Ramblers Association agreed guidelines with Sport England for 
up to 30 people, they were able to re-start normal activity.   
 
In 2020 MSR were awarded a small grant to run walks for carers around different 
areas of Greater Manchester. 
 
Ingredients for success 
Having a group of dedicated and experienced volunteers was crucial. 
Partnership working and support also helped with the success of the project. Carers 
organisations sign posted people to the walks and also accompanied people.   
 
MSR sourced some support from The Ramblers nationally but most of their support 
for this project came from Stepping Out for Carers, the umbrella organisation which 
initiated walks for carers in different parts of the country. They helped with applying 
for funding, providing guidance for running walks, risk assessments and walk leader 
training. 
 
Flexibility from GMCVO with regard to extending the project and reallocating 
expenditure was also helpful, as was the easy application form and straightforward 
monitoring reports. 
 
Challenges  
In 2020, most of the carers walks were postponed until 2021 and the organisation 
had to change the way they organised the walks. The Manchester Carers Forum 
walks re-started in summer 2020. The group needed to implement a range of 
measures outlined in new guidelines from the Ramblers Association. Participants 
needed to book in advance and packed lunches could not be shared with only take 
away food and refreshments available. Rather than group transport, individual taxis 
needed to be organised. Smaller walks than originally anticipated were organised in 
four different parts of Manchester. 
 
In 2021, walks re-started involving carers from four carers groups. 
 
MSR usually exist by self-generating funds from membership and only occasionally 
apply for grants for projects that are additional to their usual walks for their 
members. This grant fund needed to be accounted for separately from the rest of 
their funds which caused additional work for Committee members responsible. In 
addition, it was sometimes difficult to forecast expenditure.  
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Due to the changing government social distancing restrictions the project needed to 
be postponed and extended beyond the original lifetime of the grant.  
 
Sustainability 
MSR were successful in applying for a second grant to continue and further develop 
the project, although it is unlikely the project will continue without further funding. 
However, many carers have been encouraged to start walking on a regular basis 
and some have now joined the regular Manchester and Salford Ramblers walks. 
This has increased the diversity of the people who walk with the wider group. 

 
Key points 
MSR exhibited many of the ingredients of success already outlined. They had a 
dedicated team of volunteers. While they did receive support, they tended to use 
affiliated national projects and organisations (Ramblers Association and Stepping 
Out).  MSR worked closely in partnership with a number of separate VCSE 
organisations to successfully run the project. If they were to run a similar project 
again they would need further funding, but are entirely self-reliant on member’s 
contribution for their usual weekly activities. 

 

 
We asked organisations what support they needed to sustain their organisation over the 
next twelve months.  

 
The main area of support identified was funding. Finding sources of funding they can apply 
to, and receiving support to apply was identified by many organisations as being 
important.  
 
A recurring theme throughout this research was the need for longer term funding 
opportunities for core funding and existing projects. Longer term funding is a major issue 
for many organisations. The need to apply for multiple sources of short-term grant funding, 
finding creative ways of presenting existing projects as new projects is creating a great 
deal of stress for organisations, damaging the continuity of the services they offer and 
often results in poor quality applications. These concerns were also echoed in the recent 
evaluation of the ‘Supporting Ageing in Place’ work4and the ‘It’s about People, Not just 
Place’ report5.  

                                            
4 Lang.L (March 2022): Supporting Aging in Place, A Process Evaluation of Ambition for Ageing’s micro 
funding programme. GMCVO. https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/supporting-ageing-in-place-report 
5 Bonetree.C (March 2022): It’s About People not just Place: How community organisations support older 
people in dispersed communities. GMCVO. https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/dispersed-communities 

 

https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/supporting-ageing-in-place-report
https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/dispersed-communities
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Organisations highlighted they need the range of support above. However, it is important 
that these support needs are not addressed in isolation. They are interrelated.  
 
Addressing one support need without ensuring other areas of the organisation’s 
infrastructure are robust can be detrimental to the overall organisation health and store up 
further issues at a later stage.  
 
Often attending training or receiving advice and sign posting over the phone or in a 
meeting is not enough. Organisations need practical help in implementing the changes 
needed.  
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During the course of the last two years, many small VCSE organisations experienced a 
dramatic increase in the level and range of activities they delivered. This was often 
accompanied by a moderate to large rise in grant income.  
 
During the Covid-19 pandemic there was a large increase in small grants available from a 
variety of national and local funders, all aimed at providing emergency support for 
communities in need.  
 
In the main, although challenging, this increase in activity and income had a positive 
impact on these organisations. They developed new policies and procedures, 
strengthened their committees, learnt new skills, developed new partnerships and became 
more responsive to the needs of the community they supported.  
 
Key ingredients that helped organisations to succeed during this time were: 
These findings are very similar to the NCVO Respond, Recover, Reset report produced in 
March 2022.6 
 

 Committed and skilled volunteers, board members and employees 

 Strong links with the community they service 

 Creative and flexible response to need 

 Strong partnerships with funders public sector agencies and VCSE organisations 

 A mix of grant and unrestricted self-fundraised funding 

 Accessing the right support 

These key ingredients are interdependent, and in order to succeed organisations needed 
all of these ingredients to be in place. If any were missing, organisations risked becoming 
overwhelmed and experienced difficulties in delivering and maintaining services.  
 

                                            
6 Respond, Recover, Reset: Two Years On. March 2022 Nottingham Trent University, Sheffield Hallam 
University NCVO https://www.ntu.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/1673741/Respond-Recover-Reset-Two-
Years-On-2022.pdf 

 

https://www.ntu.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/1673741/Respond-Recover-Reset-Two-Years-On-2022.pdf
https://www.ntu.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/1673741/Respond-Recover-Reset-Two-Years-On-2022.pdf
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A minority of organisations decreased their activity, mainly due to the difficulties caused by 
the ever-changing social distancing restrictions.  
 
A minority of organisations found that the increase in activity and grant funding had a 
detrimental effect on their organisations, exposing missing areas of their organisational 
structure, which were difficult to address at that time of increased community need and 
activity.  
 
The majority of the organisations did say that the increase in activity and grant funding 
originally had a positive effect on their organisations. However, 64% of those organisations 
are now facing significant challenges, many of which are as a direct result of the increase 
in community need and way the increased grant funding was distributed during the 
pandemic. Funding was distributed very quickly without much co-ordination amongst 
funders. Funding was often redirected away from usual activity and aimed at emergency 
support, leaving a gap in funding for general running costs.  
 
Areas of difficulty caused by grant funding were: 
 

 Short term project funding aimed at new emergency projects that did not help 

towards core costs. This has led to organisations needing to apply for and manage 

multiple grants at the same time to sustain their organisation. Organisations report 

they have to find ways to re-describe existing projects as new projects. 

 Increased competition for a dwindling pot of funding, creating much wasted time in 

writing unsuccessful applications. This has led to a ‘scattergun’ approach to 

applying for funding, causing some organisations to write multiple, poorer quality 

applications to a large number of funders, with the hope that some are funded.  

 Funders requiring different and multiple monitoring information means that 

organisations have had to monitor their work in a number of different ways and 

spend a lot of valuable time writing monitoring returns. 

 Lack of recognition and understanding of the individual achievements and 

difficulties organisations face when delivering grant-funded projects, resulting in 

organisations feeling unappreciated and demotivated. 

Another area of difficulty was the increase in responsibility and pressure caused by the 
rising levels of community need and in some cases, accepting high levels of daily referrals 
from local authorities. This level of pressure is now taking its toll on volunteers, board 
members and employees. 
 
Most organisations accessed support from LIO’s and felt this support had been extremely 
useful. VCSE organisations receive much of their support from LIO’s, but they also receive 
a large amount of support from networks, local authority officers, housing associations and 
national bodies.  
 
Some organisations felt support agencies should undertake a holistic assessment of their 
organisations when offering support. This is particularly important when we consider the 
findings about the interdependence of the success ingredients. Support organisations can 
inadvertently store up problems for the organisation in the long term by only offering the 
support asked for, without making further enquiries about the sustainability of the rest of 
the organisation.  
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The Covid-19 pandemic has been an exceptional period of time that is unlikely to be 
replicated in the near future. The public sector, funders and VCSE organisations were 
quick to respond to the needs of the community by providing easy access grant funding 
and a rapid expansion in activities and services. However, this quick response intensified 
many of the issues VCSE organisations were already facing regarding the way they are 
funded and supported. As a result, the recommendations proposed are not specific to 
widespread emergency situations. In fact, many of the recommendations have been 
proposed in previous reports and frameworks.7 If adopted they could contribute to the 
long-term sustainability of small VCSE organisations who are currently struggling to 
maintain their activities. They would also enable Greater Manchester to more effectively 
respond to any future emergencies. 
 

 
1. Working together at a Greater Manchester and locality level would allow funders 

to deliver a coordinated approach to grant programmes and monitoring. 

 

This would ensure there is the right combination of the different types of grant funding 
VCSE organisations need, including:  
 

o Short term project focused grants at a micro and small level 
o Long term funding for at least one year, but if possible multi-year 
o Funding for new projects as well as existing projects 
o Funding for core and central organisational costs 
o Funding for specific under represented or disadvantaged communities as well as 

funding for geographic mixed communities 
 
This coordinated approach could also identify any potential duplication of grant 
programmes and a consistent and proportionate approach to monitoring. The ability to 
share information could ensure a fairer spread of funding amongst the VCSE sector and 
cut down on the number of different methods of monitoring that organisations need to use.  
 

                                            
7 Greater Manchester Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) Commissioning Framework and 
Delivery Plan (January 2020), https://www.gmcvo.org.uk/publications/vcse-commissioning-framework-and-
delivery-plan  

https://www.gmcvo.org.uk/publications/vcse-commissioning-framework-and-delivery-plan
https://www.gmcvo.org.uk/publications/vcse-commissioning-framework-and-delivery-plan
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The newly formed Greater Manchester Funders Forum Collaboration Group could play a 
vital role in the implementation of this recommendation. 
 
In Greater Manchester, many small grants are administered and managed by local VCSE 
infrastructure and other support organisations. The funding does not originate with these 
bodies but they administer and manage the process, distributing funds to VCSE 
organisations within communities. These intermediary organisations have a wider view of 
both the range of funding available and of the needs of grassroots VCSE organisations. 
They play a vital role in informing funders what types of funding are needed, how they 
should be distributed and help to coordinate monitoring requirements over a range of 
grants.  
 
2. Investing time in developing longer-term relationships with the VCSE 

organisations they are funding would create a better understanding of the 
development, challenges and successes of those organisations.   

 
A relationship rather than transactional approach. Due to resource implications, funders 
may not be able to use this approach with every organisation who applies or is funded. 
However, by prioritising this holistic approach to organisations they haven’t previously 
funded or who are newer organisations, may help to make this possible.  
 
As part of this relationship approach, when developing application forms and carrying out 
due diligence, funders should frame questions around the five identified ingredients of 
success; people, community, funding, support and partnerships. This would identify any 
areas of capacity building needed and guide what additional help or signposting could be 
provided.  
 
3. Developing closer working relationships with VCSE support agencies and local 

networks would help VCSE organisations get the right support, at the time in 
their development that they need it most.  

 
Where funders are also support organisations they can provide a wraparound service 
without the need for external referrals and signposting. 
 

 
Support agencies identified in the research were predominantly local VCSE infrastructure 
organisations but also included, local authority officers who provide support as part of their 
role, housing associations, specialist and local networks and national bodies that VCSE 
organisations are affiliated to. 

 
1. Proactively offering organisational health reviews to VCSE organisations. 

 
As with recommendation 2, framing organisational health reviews and support around the 
five identified ingredients of success; people, community, funding, support and 
partnerships, will help to ensure the whole organisation’s capacity and potential is 
supported and that there are no missing elements.   
Providing this support will have resource implications and support agencies may need to 
develop an understanding of which organisations are most likely to need this kind of 
wraparound support.  
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2. Providing one to one practical support to build organisational capacity and help 
for VCSE organisations to implement any areas of development that they may 
need 
 

This would involve spending time with organisations to help them to implement any areas 
of development they may need to be sustainable. For example; designing and writing 
policies, developing strategic and business plans, filling in funding applications, setting up 
monitoring procedures etc. This service would be additional to the usual training, advice 
and signposting that is offered. This approach would be resource intensive and could be 
reserved for new organisations, organisations who are experiencing a period of rapid 
growth or organisations identified as being at risk of closure.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Learning from Covid-19 pandemic grant programmes | May 2022 

 

BAME Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic. 

Board members 

We have used this term to mean any of the people who 

are part of the formal decision-making body of the 

organisation. For example, management committee 

members, trustees or directors. 

CIC Community Interest Company. A form of social enterprise 

Community 
A group of people living in the same place or having a 

particular characteristic in common. 

Due diligence  
Risk assessment of an organisation’s capacity, policies 

and procedures. 

Funders 
A person or organisation that provides grant funding for a 

particular purpose. 

GMCVO Greater Manchester Centre for Voluntary Organisation. 

GMHSCP 

Greater Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership 

(due to become Integrated Care Partnership in June 

2022). 

Local VCSE infrastructure 

organisation (LIO) 

Organisations who support other VCSE organisations to 

influence, connect and develop in a local area. 

Micro and small grants 

Providing small pots of money to local communities and 

groups to spend. Micro under £1,000, Small under 

£5,000 

VCSE Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise. 

 


