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Introduction 

A survey was sent out to voluntary and community groups across Northumberland in April 

2021 to get a better understanding of how COVID -19 has impacted on organisations, having 

experienced the pandemic for over a year.  The survey covered the impact on service 

provision, staffing and volunteers, financial security and challenges faced by organisations, 

beneficiaries and the sector moving forward and support the VCS Assembly could provide.  

Seventy four responses were received from voluntary and community groups across the 

county. 51% of organisations had paid staff and 49% were volunteer run. 64% were local 

organisations,14% countywide,18% regional and 5% national organisations. 50% were 

based in South East Northumberland, 34% North Northumberland, 8% West 

Northumberland  and 8% Central Northumberland. 
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Services 

In terms of services provided, 47% (35) of organisations had decreased the amount of 

services they provided over the last 12 months and a further 19% (14) were not operating at 

all. 20% (15) experienced an increase in services provided and for 14% (10) there was no 

change. 

What is evident is that a significant proportion of organisations experienced an increase in 

demand for their services over the last 12 months ,46% (34)  nd around 20% respectively 

experienced no change(14) or a decrease(15). 

44% (33) of organisations stated that their capacity to deliver services over the last 12 

months  had decreased whilst for 23% (17) it had remained the same  and 19% (14) it had 

increased.

 

Online service provision 

53% (39) indicated that the proportion of services delivered online had increased showing 

that the majority of organisations had adapted during the pandemic to provide services in a 

different form. 7% (5) stated that services delivered on line had decreased and 10% (7) 

indicated that there had been no change. It is interested to note that for a significant minority  

31% (23) of organisations, online service provision was not appropriate.  

It is evident that  the movement of some services online due to the pandemic has had an 

impact on how organisations deliver their services in future with 54% (40) of organisations 

intending to continue delivering some services online and a further 8% (6) uncertain. 
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4. Impact of Covid -19 on delivering your objectives and supporting your users/beneficiaries 

 

 

Both in terms of delivering objectives and supporting users/beneficiaries, COVID-19 for over 

two-thirds of organisations, 68% had a moderate or significant negative impact. For less than 

a quarter 23% (17) and 24% (18) respectively there was a positive impact. 
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Staffing 

Respondents were asked about whether there had been changes to their staffing levels over 

the last 12 months. For organisations with paid staff for the majority 26, there was no change 

but  10 organisations  respectively experienced an increase and a decrease in paid staff. 

Organisations with volunteers were more likely to have experienced a decrease in numbers 

during COVID-19 with 32 organisations experiencing a decrease  and 11  organisations an 

increase. 24 organisations had no change in the number of volunteers. 

 

In terms of supporting staff and volunteers, respondents were asked if staff and volunteers 

had been provided or signposted to wellbeing support. 58% (43) had provided support whilst 

42%(31) had not.  For organisations answering ‘No’, 5 felt that it would be useful  and a 

further 4 stated ‘possibly’. 11 stated that it was not appropriate for their organisation and a 

further 3 organisations stated that it was not applicable. 
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Financial Security 

Just over a quarter, 27% (20) of respondents experienced an increase in income over the 

last twelve months whilst half,  51% (38) experienced a decrease. Whilst a quarter, 26% (19) 

had increased their reserves for a third, 32% (24), their reserves had decreased and for 42% 

(31) there was no change. For 40% (30) of respondents their sense of financial security had 

decreased and for 18% (13) it had increased.  For 42% (31) of respondents there was no 

change in sense of financial security. 

 

Respondents were asked the likelihood of their organisation no longer operating within a 

year. 5% (4) considered it was very likely and the same number considered it was quite 

likely. The majority 61% (45) considered it was very unlikely and 28% (21) quite unlikely. 

 

  



State of the Sector in Northumberland – Spring 2021 7 
 

Challenges 

Respondents were asked about immediate challenges, including challenges for their 

organisation, beneficiaries, the VCS and how the VCS Assembly could support. A full list of 

responses to each question can be found in the appendices. 

 

Immediate challenges to organisation 

Respondents were asked what the immediate challenges are for their organisation coming 

out of lockdown. The main responses related to relieving anxiety of clients and providing 

reassurance and confidence that safe to return.  Fundraising and sustainable funding, staff, 

volunteer and beneficiary safety and confidence when resume face to face services are the 

main challenges. Another key challenge is dealing with ever changing guidelines nationally 

and locally and ensuring comply when reopen. Re-engaging with existing clients is raised in 

particular with the seriously isolated and increasing members. Whilst on the other hand, 

dealing with increased demand on services is also cited as a key challenge.  

‘There is increased competition for funding and worries that staff need projects to 

sustain positions. There is also lots of time defined projects - delivered by March 

2022. What happens in April 2022?’ 

‘Having the resources and capacity to support an increase in demand.’ 

‘Providing Covid safe building based work; relieving the anxiety of staff and clients; 

ever changing guidelines nationally and locally’.  

 

Top three challenges for organisation moving forward 

By far the challenge stated by most respondents is funding. The other main challenges are 

getting new users/members and new and skilled volunteers and keeping people safe.  New 

and innovative ways to deliver services and sustainability of organisations are also key 

challenges raised. Community confidence to come back to using services is also a challenge 

moving forward, getting back to ‘normality’ and adapting to new procedures. Staffing is 

considered a challenge to some organisations and also providing services for new 

groups/users with increased referrals.  

‘Securing funding, having volunteers available at the right time, good talent to 

meet the growing / changing needs of clients and funders ’. 

‘Innovative ways of delivering our service, offering a service that still keeps people 

safe.’ 
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‘Achieving planned growth; maintaining financial stability; being able to respond 

quickly to any unexpected swift change in circumstances.’ 

‘Outside of normal (pre-covid) conditions, there is only one real issue we are 

facing that we are aware of. We work with groups of teenagers, making music. The 

main challenge is in getting them comfortable expressing themselves again after 

being locked down.’ 

 

Top three challenges for beneficiaries 

The main challenges for beneficiaries are feeling safe, their health and well-being and 

ensuring activities/ buildings are COVID-19 compliant. Also having confidence in services to 

deliver support and confidence to leave the house. Anxiety issues, mixing with people again 

and adapting to change are also raised as challenges. Other challenges included loneliness 

and isolation, loss of friends and social contacts and financial hardship.  

‘Finding courage, catching up, moving forward with new activities and services .’ 

‘Ability to get out and about safely, remaining healthy and active, reducing 

isolation.’ 

‘Dealing with anxiety issues and mixing again with people after lockdown .’ 

‘Ensuring we hear Client choice not Carers: there has been a significant 

retrenchment of Clients' rights as a result of lock-down both in relation to how they 

are 'seen' and 'heard' by statutory services and family carers.’  

 

Top three challenges for the Voluntary Sector 

By far, the challenges stated by most are funding and resources Other main challenges 

facing the VCS are supporting more and new volunteers, sustainability, adapting to new and 

innovative ways of working and partnership working. Encouraging people to use services 

again was also raised as a key challenge, managing expectations, meeting needs and 

compliance with COVID-19 safety measures. 

‘Working together without seeing it as one big competition, filling gaps, adopting 

new blended approaches.’ 

‘To look forward and not back - take what we've learned through lockdown and 

maintain it. Funding will be scattered more thinly. Capitalise on successes.’ 

‘Building on the enthusiasm for working together - being sociable etc generated by 

the pandemic; refreshing the volunteer base of different organisations (some have 

dropped out while shielding and ageing!); accepting that It’s possible to do lots of 

things differently.’ 
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‘Ensuring that statutory services value the contribution that voluntary and 

community organisation make to support beneficiaries.’  

 

How VCS Assembly can support moving forward 

The main support that respondents wanted from Northumberland VCS Assembly are 

activities that are currently provided by Northumberland CVA i.e. funding advice and 

information, voice for the sector, networking/events, advice, guidance and support including 

supporting volunteers, training and publicity/advertising. 

‘Continue to raise the challenges and the successes of VCS. Be a champion for 

issues affecting the sector, develop better partnership working.’ 

‘Continue to provide events that enable us to appreciate others, exchange practice 

and find common cause.’ 

‘Providing up to date information about funding, guidance and legislation. ’ 

‘Help groups become aware of what we can offer.’ 
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Conclusion 

The findings from the survey demonstrate that organisations have had to adapt over the last 

fifteen months in terms of service provision with almost half reducing the range of services 

they provide whilst some have increased services and others have not operated at all. A 

similar proportion stated that their capacity to deliver services over the last 12 months had 

decreased. At the same time almost half of organisations responding experienced an 

increase in demand for services so clearly some organisations were operating fewer 

services with greater demands. Organisations ability to adapt is demonstrated by the 

majority moving some services on-line and post-pandemic planning to continue to provide 

some services online. 

It is understandable however given the above, that COVID-19 has had a negative impact for 

the majority of organisations in relation to their ability to meet their objectives and meet the 

needs of their beneficiaries. For organisations with paid staff for the majority there has not 

been any change in staffing but for volunteers there had been a decrease in the majority of 

organisations. This may be why organisations are keen to recruit new skilled volunteers as 

COVID-19 may have reduced in particular older volunteers and others who have been 

shielding and may be reluctant to return to volunteering in the short term at least. 

Whilst just over half had experienced a decrease in income, only a third had decreased their 

reserves. This did however translate to feelings of financial security decreasing for 40% of 

organisations and for a similar percentage feeling there was no change.  It would appear 

nevertheless that most organisations were able to weather the storm of the pandemic 

although 10% of organisations indicated that it was likely that they would not be operating in 

the next 12 months. 

Respondents were asked about their immediate challenges and challenges for their 

organisation and beneficiaries. What is evident from the responses across these areas is the 

anxiety felt in terms of providing a safe and secure provision for beneficiaries and 

encouraging them to return to activities, in particular the seriously isolated.  For 

organisations following the  ever changing guidelines properly, adapting to new ways of 

working  and ensuring staff and volunteers are supported and feel safe in their work 

environment were challenges. A major challenge for organisations is understandably funding 

and ensuring the sustainability of their organisations, recognising the need to be innovative 

and adaptable to their changing circumstances. The need for new and skilled volunteers and 

staff was raised, meeting the demands made on services and managing expectations. 

In terms of the support that the Assembly could provide to organisations moving forward it is 

reassuring to hear that much of the support that groups required was what NCVA are 

already providing in terms of funding advice, keeping organisations informed of government 

guidance and other issues relevant to the sector. Also providing the voice for the sector, 

keeping the statutory sector and other key stakeholders aware of the impact that COVID-19 

is having on the sector. 

  



Appendix 1 

Immediate challenges for organisations 

Relieving anxiety of clients / providing reassurance and confidence that 
safe to return 

13 

Dealing with ever changing guidelines nationally and locally/ensure 
comply when re-open -   

13 

Fundraising/ sustainable funding    11 

Staff volunteer and beneficiary safety and confidence when resume face 
to face services   

  8 

Increasing members   5 

Dealing with increased demands on service   5 

Relieving anxiety /welfare of staff to return to work environment     4 

Volunteers   2 

Getting social gatherings back   2 

Lack of mobile coverage remains a problem   1 

Increased competition for funding   1 

Protecting health and well-being of vulnerable families   1 

Maintaining donation levels    1 

Encouraging people to travel by train   1 

Being patient   1 

Reinvigorating trustees   1 

Trustee group dissolving   1 

Remaining relevant   1 

Refresh membership of committee   1 

Small increase in admin   1 

Deciding what to offer face to face   1 

Getting services running to pre-COVID levels   1 

Ensuring services are used   1 

Repairing damage due to unprecedented amount of visitors   1 

Decision on whether to close more likely   1 

Keeping players with the football club playing football   1 
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Appendix 2  

Top three challenges for organisation moving forward 

Funding  29 

New users/members     9 

New/skilled volunteers     8 

Innovative/ new ways of delivering service    7 

Keeping people safe      7 

Sustainability    7 

Adapting to new procedures    6 

Getting back to normality/ previous service function     6 

Community confidence to come outside/back to using services    6 

Opening up    5 

Provide services for new groups/users, increased referrals     5 

Staffing    5 

Building/facility improvements and usage    4 

Ensuring services fit for purpose/ reviewing structures     4 

New trustees     4 

Keeping current volunteers and users    4 

Managing staff to meet needs    3 

Meeting demands for service    3 

Delivering face to face    3 

Supporting users     3 

To maintain hybrid model of working    2 

Support    2 

Keeping trustees    2 

Stabilising/ sustaining membership    2 

More connectivity and partnership working    2 

Tech developments     2 

Getting known/maintaining high profile    2 

Competition     2 

New website   1 

Keeping volunteers motivated   1 

Managing service user expectations    1 

Community despair   1 

Communication   1 

Lack of mobile coverage   1 

Re-establishing contact   1 

Maintaining focus   1 

Footfall   1 

Groups not restarting   1 

Ageing volunteers and service users   1 

Inclusive events    1 

New premises   1 
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Appendix 3 

Top three challenges for beneficiaries moving forward 

Feeling safe      8 

Health and wellbeing      8 

Ensuring activities/buildings COVID compliant     8 

Confidence to leave the house      7 

Confidence in services  to deliver support     7 

Mixing with people again/ relearning social skills      5 

Loneliness/isolation/ loss of friends/social contacts     5 

Sustainability     4 

Anxiety issues     4 

Financial hardship /advice      3 

Adapting to change/ service change     3 

Motivation     2 

Encouraging members to return     2 

Inadequate provision     2 

Retrain and increase skills and capacity     2 

Volunteers     2 

Support     2 

Improving access      2 

Using new facilities    1 

Housing opportunities    1 

Lack of opportunities, decrease in support    1 

Groups not starting    1 

Safeguarding skills    1 

Finding ways to connect with digitally excluded    1 

Encouraging people to travel by train again    1 

Demand on services    1 
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Appendix 4  

Top three challenges for the VCS moving forward 

Funding /resources  57 

Supporting/more/new volunteers  23 

Sustainability  11 

Partnership working  10 

Adapt/new/innovative ways of working  10 

Encouraging people to use services again  10 

Managing expectations/ meeting needs    7 

Compliance with  COVID 19 safety measures    7 

Current government    5 

Increased demand    5 

Maintaining public awareness    4 

Aware of responsibilities    4 

Support    4 

Filling gaps/ avoiding overlap in services    3 

Preparation for new ‘normal’    3 

Transport    3 

Health and well-being    2 

Filling governance roles    2 

Reaching most vulnerable    2 

Confidence in safety    2 

Cutbacks in health and social care    2 

Regaining trust and credibility    2 

Weariness/motivation    2 

Increased poverty    1 

Capitalise on successes   1 

Economic climate   1 

Regeneration   1 

Services valued    1 

Evidence impact   1 

Social model of Disability removed    1 

Staffing in social care challenging/ fast track training courses required   1 

Greater priority to time and specialism needed to work with adults with 
complex learning disability 

  1 

Changing the ways of fundraising/ monitoring requirements/ competition   1 

Regaining lost ground   1 

Assessing impact of climate change and implications of UN Sustainable 
Development Goals  

  1  
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Appendix 5 

How VCS Assembly can best support moving forward 

Funding advice and information  13 

Voice for the sector  11 

Advice, guidance, support     7 

Networking/events      6 

Encouraging partnership working    5 

You’re doing fine, more of the same   4 

Supporting/ recruiting volunteering    4 

Training    3 

Advertising/publicity    3 

By being there    3 

Keep providing updates and guidelines    3 

Sharing best practice    3 

Assist with recruitment campaign for leaders and young members   1 

Free, low cost and high profile training courses regionally   1 

Share strategic information   1 

Increase awareness of role   1 

Letting us get on with delivering output   1 

Bringing together VCS forums and Steering Groups   1 

New voices for sector in health and social care   1 

Governance   1 

Offering small organisations back room capacity   1 

Ensure seat at the table at higher level discussions   1 

Letting sector know we are open again   1 

Compulsory training provision – first aid, food safety and safeguarding   1 

Increase awareness of what can offer   1 

Work with all relevant statutory agencies to increase the levels of 
grants for core funding to VCS organisations to protect the sector 

  1 

Support the Health and Wellbeing Group to navigate the forthcoming 
strategic changes that will take place within public health and local 
authority commissioning due to the forthcoming integration of health 
and social care 

  1 

 

 

 

 

 


