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Introduction 

The TCA team have produced an up-to-date analysis of the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats facing Cornwall’s voluntary, 
community and social enterprise sector. This was to act as part of the 

baseline for the project and give some learning to inform further work 
around the following elements of the project: 

- Options appraisal for a new model for sector support 

- Learning for Commissioning Support 

- Capacity building needs related to VCSE involvement in the 
forthcoming EU Growth programme. 

This report summarises the key findings arising from that work to 

enable discussion with stakeholders at the forthcoming sector support 

workshop at St Erme on Thursday 3rd March. 

About Cornwall’s Transformation Challenge Award 

Cornwall Council and partners in the voluntary, community and social 

enterprise (VCSE) sector are working together to improve how 
services are commissioned, managed and delivered. 

Commissioning is the process of understanding what services are 
required to meet people's needs, purchasing them, and monitoring 

how they are delivered. Both Cornwall Council and NHS Kernow follow 
the commissioning cycle developed by the Institute of Public Care. 

The partners successfully bid for a £936,000 Transformation 
Challenge Award (TCA) from the government. The TCA fund supports 

initiatives that improve public services. 

The project has three objectives: 

 1.Improving outcomes for people 

 2.Improving commissioning and value for money 

 3.Strengthening the Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise 

(VCSE) sector. 

NOTE: In our definition, VCSE organisations range from small 
community groups and charities to large-scale community interest 

companies and not-for-profit organisations. 



VCSE Sector Support Workshop Evidence Base  3 

March 2016 

Methodology 

The TCA team gathered evidence for the SWOT analysis as 
follows: 

1. Desktop review of existing evidence base.  A key reference

point was the 2013 work by Transform Research, and

associated documents following from this produced by Cornwall

Voluntary Sector Forum, in collaboration with Cornwall Council.

For more details, see:  http://www.cornwallvsf.org/new-

infographic-on-vcse-employment-and-skills-in-cornwall/

2. TCA launch feedback, 15th June.  The team collected views and

opinions from 40 people gathered at the launch of the project

at St Erme.

3. Input from TCA task and finish groups, including Commissioning

and Infrastructure, July 2015.

4. Stakeholder survey.  The TCA Researcher went back to the

stakeholders (a mixed group of public and voluntary sector

leaders) originally interviewed as part of the fieldwork for the

earlier VCSE survey by Transform Research in August 2013 to

see how their views of the sector had changed over the

intervening two years.

5. 1-1 interview logs with a variety of providers, commissioners

and users.

6. Survey of sector.  205 respondents from a variety of sizes and

types of VCSE organisation were re-interviewed from the

original sample of 452 respondents in the large 452

organisation survey in 2013.  Fieldwork was completed in

September 2015.

7. Desktop review of key national research documents.  (See

appendix B attached).

8. Feedback from regional and national events, e.g. October 2015

Capita Conference on ‘Third Sector Commissioning’.

http://www.cornwallvsf.org/
http://www.cornwallvsf.org/
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Key findings – summary of areas of consensus and / 
or strong evidence 
 

The following are summarised from interviews with a mixed group of 
key public and voluntary sector leaders which were used to inform 

the development of the VCSE SWOT report.  Other material and 

evidence was used to supplement these views, as listed in the 
methodology. 
 
Local VCSE Strengths 

 Embedded in local communities 

 Passionate and committed 

 Communicators, facilitators  

 Reaches service users others can’t 

 Feisty, resourceful, access to funding 

 Flexible and responsive 

 Highest volunteering rates UK 

 Good employment practices – including for hard to reach 

 Some good public sector relationships 

 Strong track record employment and skills (as evidence in EU 

Convergence programme). 

Local VCSE Weaknesses 
 Intra-sector fights 

 Mission drift from the chasing of funding during a period of 

austerity 

 Increased pressure from rising user demand /a lack of capacity 

 Poor leadership/senior management 

 Needs support managing volunteers 

 Lack of differentiation - 'Jack of all trades' 

 Strategic collaboration with public sector regressed in some 

areas 

 Governance skills 

 Measuring effectiveness and impact 

Local VCSE Opportunities 
 European Growth Programme 

 Care Act 

 Community resilience and preventative approaches  

 Localism / devolution  

 Increased demand for its services 

 Developments over commissioning 

 Trading and charging as a route to enhanced sustainability. 
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 Enhanced partnership working / consortia. 

Local VCSE Threats 
 Austerity and funding cuts impacting on the sector 

 Low reserves, lack of investment funds 

 Public sector silo working 

 Developments over commissioning (this is seen as both an 

opportunity and a threat) 

 Grant funding - low supply and high demand 

 Competition from big contractors 

Key findings from national evidence base on VCSE 
 

 There has been a national decoupling of VCSE turnover and 

growth from the underlying performance of the economy since 

2011.  Nationally, VCSE turnover had shrunk markedly in 

recent years whilst the economy as a whole has recovered.   

 Nationally, there is good evidence of the increased use of 

charging by VCSE organisations to help address their financial 

sustainability. 

 There appears to be a better trajectory of growth for social 

enterprise than for more traditional charities.  There is clear 

local evidence for this in 2013 local survey.  A new SEUK report 

has given some recent national evidence that this is a general 

trend.   

 National, the activities and users of social enterprises appear 

increasingly diverse when compared to the VCSE sector as a 

whole where there is a continuing focus on health and social 

care.   

 Some national commentators have presented a view of current 

commissioning and procurement regimes as presenting a 

‘heavy burden’ on VCSE providers.   

What has changed since 2013? 
 
There have been a number of significant developments in the 

operating context for the VCSE which have been identified by 
respondents.  These include: 

 Care Act 2014 

 Delay in EU Growth Programme (and subsequent funding gap) 

 Case for Cornwall / Cornwall Deal and prospects for Health and 

Social Care integration 
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 Collaboration with public sector has ‘gone backwards’ in some 

areas likely due to continuing impact of austerity and cuts, in 

the opinion of some of those interviewed. 

 Increased evidence of impact of community resilience 

approaches (e.g. Living Well) 

 The imminent end of VCSE infrastructure grants by Cornwall 

Council in September 2016. 

Key findings – local VCSE survey 2015 
  
The TCA team commissioned Transform Research to follow up their 

earlier 2013 research into the local VCSE in Cornwall.  They carried 
out interviews with 205 VCSE organisations active in Cornwall, 

August 2015. 
 

 Further work is being conducted to fully analyse the findings 

from the 2015 survey and this will be published in due course.  

As occurred in 2013, there are likely to be a number of pieces 

of follow up work done to examine areas of particular interest 

emerging from the findings - see ‘What next?’.   

 The Council plans to publish the full Transform report later this 

month (March 2016). 

An extract from the DRAFT report ‘2015 Transformation Challenge 

Award: Research into the VCSE sector in Cornwall and the Isles of 
Scilly’ is set out below.  (see www.transformresearch.co.uk) 

 

This report [extract] presents the findings of research commissioned 
by Cornwall Council (CC) in partnership with the VCSE sector in 

Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly (CIoS). It is based on a telephone 
survey of 205 VCSE organisations conducted in the autumn of 2015 

that collected information from each of them about changes to the 
organisations since 2013. 

 
Changes to the organisations since 2013  

 
The survey found that in terms of the structure of VCSE organisations 

in CIoS (covering their status; fields of work; areas of activity; and 
main clients) only very small, if any changes had taken place in the 

two years since 2013. Crucially the aims and focus of the 
organisations remained very much the same as in 2013: 

 

 Over two fifths (45%) were operating in the broad social care, 
welfare, health and wellbeing area (including education and 

services for children); and  
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 Nearly a third of them said that their main clients were people 
living in (their) particular geographic area or children.  

 In terms of numbers of paid employees, three quarters of the 
VCSE organisations said that there had been “no change/stayed 

the same” (73%); 12% said that there had been an increase in 
the numbers of paid staff; 9% said that there had been a 

decrease in numbers of paid staff.  (In the earlier 2013 

research, total paid staff numbers in the local sector were 
estimated at over 23,000). 

 When asked about any changes to their numbers of volunteers 
in the last two years, two thirds said that there had been “no 

change/stayed the same” (63%); 17% said that there had been 
an increase in the numbers of volunteers; 17% said that there 

had been a decrease in numbers of volunteers.  
 

Chart 2.2 VCSE organisations’ single most important field of 
work 2015 and 2013 (%) 

 
 

Sustainability and capacity 
Most significantly, the research found a decrease of c.20% in the 

average turnover of those organisations with turnover of less 
than £1million. 

 

 These matters were very much reflected in the answers given 
by the organisations when they were asked about the key 

challenges they faced currently. The single most commonly 
given answer related to the need for securing funding for 
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financial sustainability. Similarly, the other key challenges that 
were highlighted all related to change and maintaining the 

ability to deliver services.  
 In summary the research into the changes experienced in the 

two years since 2013 found that while the focus of work and 
modus operandi were unchanged for the majority of the VCSE 

organisations interviewed, for many there had also been very 

significant changes in size, sustainability and consequently 
ability to deliver. 

 
Support for the VCSE sector  

The VCSE organisations were asked [in the Transform survey] 
whether they were either aware of or had received support from four 

key support organisations in CIoS in the last five years:  
 Cornwall Rural Community Charity (CRCC)  

 Volunteer Cornwall (VC)  
Cornwall Voluntary Sector Forum (VSF)  

 Penwith Community Development Trust (PCDT)  
 

Around half or fewer of VCSE organisations were aware of each of 
these organisations. Between one in five and one in ten (8%-19%) 

had actually received support from an organisation in the last five 

years.  
 In combination, the support from these four organisations had 

been well received with three quarters (75%) of the VCSE 
organisations receiving support saying it had been either very 

or extremely useful to their organisation. 
 This was because it had:  

o (enabled) Improvements to service provision;  
o The organisation to function (better);  

o Building/facilities maintenance/repair;  
o Building/facilities (re-)construction;  

o Publicity/increased awareness/more clients; and  
o New/better equipment. 

 
In terms of the kinds of support that were wanted in the future, the 

single most common request was for various types of support and 

advice relating to finance and funding matters (36%). The next 
most commonly requested specific types of support were for 

marketing (including the recruitment of volunteers and publicity to 
promote the organisation) and training and skills support.  

 
 When asked about their preferences for how they would like to 

access this support, site visits – either one-to-one or for a 
group of employees/staff/volunteers were the most popular 

options.  
 When asked if they would be prepared to pay for this (type of) 

support in the future, just a quarter of the VCSE organisations 
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said that they would be prepared to pay (27%). A further 
quarter (23%) said that they were not sure “don’t know”, while 

half said that they would not be prepared to pay (50%). 
 

Chart 5.5 Willingness to pay for future support (%)  

 
Base: 205 VCSE organisations 
 

Chart 5.3 Future types of support requested (%)  

 
Base: 205 VCSE organisations (single answers)  

 

In terms of the main types of support requested, these are some 
examples of the answers given: 

 
 Finance and funding matters  

Ability to source grant and financial support  
Accessing grants, financial advice  
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Finance for maintenance issues/ for upkeep  
Financial support for social projects.  

Funding and help to find funding  
Funding for courses for part time staff  

Funding streams and forums  
Funding support  

More financial support and cooperation from local 

charities  
More financial support to help with instrument purchase 

and maintenance  
More funding for children so that more participants can 

join in.  
More funding for exhibitions  

More funding to help with new ventures and expand into 
wider community.  

More growth funding for smaller social enterprises  
More information and access to government grant funding 

and support with the application process.  
More small grants that are useful for local things, i.e. 

buying chairs  
Ongoing need for money for building works  

 

 Marketing support  
Marketing for recruitment  

Marketing and communications advice perhaps  
Marketing and communications/ business mentoring  

Marketing and communications/ skills in terms of 
workmanship to repair the quay  

Marketing skills in order to recruit  
Marketing to recruit volunteers  

Means of finding new members  
Help to recruit volunteers.  

Help with getting the word out about the working club in 
the local community and help with getting more 

members.  
Help with social media communications.  

 

 Training and skills support  
More training opportunities  

More training/education - from local colleges or 
organisations. Legal training too - handling legal in house.  

The training of volunteers to meet specific needs.  
Training regarding how to best use Digital 

Communications, primarily social media  
Training, try and identify funding to establish new 

accommodation  
We think business skills for charities are needed.  
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Mainly ad hoc advice on particular skills, it would be 
handy to tap into  

Middle level training  
IT skills, people management  

Free training  
Free training for volunteers but also for staff because just 

because an organisation is large enough to be able to 

afford to pay staff it does not mean that they can also 
afford to pay to train them.  

Funded training schemes, nominal fee  
 

 Advice/signposting support on other matters  
Opportunities come out of the blue… advice is really 

important and understanding what is being done.  
People to come to them with information and support 

regards to volunteers.  
Signposting to what support is out there.  

Support with how to go about increasing the space that 
we have.  

We would be grateful for anything needed, we also need 
to improve car parking.  

We would like information on how to get more social 

housing on our piece of land  
(Advice on) Joint cover insurances maybe, improvements 

to park.  
Keeping up to date with developments  

Knowing where to go where to go to for support.  
 

 Building/facilities developments  
The big issue is maintenance of our building  

The car park needs some attention - particularly in terms 
of the surface being tarmacked.  

Possible extensions to building to cater for increasing 
need due to a wider age bracket needing nursery places.  

A proper theatre.  
Capital developments.  

 

 Developing partnerships/collaborations  
Building partnerships and collaborations.  

More networking of local community groups to reduce the 
overlap between what local groups do.  

Opportunities to make collaborations happen between 
organisations similar to us. Build in time to create 

partnerships  
To have a presence (working) with some of these other 

organisations 
 

 



 

VCSE Sector Support Workshop Evidence Base  12 

March 2016 

Key skills areas for VCSE organisations in next five years  
 

All of the organisations participating in the 2015 survey were asked 
to rank a set of fourteen skills areas in terms of their importance to 

them over the next five years as follows: 
 

“Please could you tell me whether the following are key skills 

areas for your organisation in the next 5 years, using the scale 
of 1 - 5, where 1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely 

important.”  
 

Chart 4.1 overleaf contains the detail of their varied responses. It 
provides a very interesting picture, both in terms of highlighting 

those skills areas which were ranked as being most important 
compared to other areas, but also in terms of several areas that the 

organisations “did not know” whether they were important or not.  
 

Of the fourteen skills areas asked about, the five most important 
were identified as:  

• Financial management skills (72% saying important or very 
important);  

• Safeguarding (69%);  

• Leadership skills (67%);  
• Communication skills (62%); and  

• Collaboration, negotiation and partnership working skills (58%).  
 

These five most important areas were closely followed by four others 
that more than half of the organisations rated as being “important” or 

“very important”:  
• Skills for managing/hosting volunteers (58%);  

• Skills for mearing effectiveness, impact or social value (58%);  
• Governance skills for directors and trustees (56%); and  

• Social investment (54%). 
The remaining five skills areas were rated as being markedly less 

important. 
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Chart 4.1 VCSE organisation’s most important skills areas in 
next five years (%)  

 
Base: 205 VCSE organisations  

 

As noted above, the proportion of organisations who said they “didn’t 
know” (shown in green in the chart) whether some of the skills areas 

were important or not was very high. These included demand 
management skills, contract and quality management skills, human 

resource skills and social investment skills. While it could be argued 
that several of these skills sets are, possibly more pertinent to larger 

organisations, it is of concern that there appears to be a lack of 
awareness and understanding of these areas among these VCSE 

organisations.  
 

Although in 2013 a different question about their future skills needs 
was asked of the VCSE organisations who participated in the survey, 

it is worth comparing the results. The question asked on this survey 
was a ranked, quantitative question producing percentage findings, 

whereas the question used in 2013 was an open ended, qualitative 

question:  
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“Looking to the future, please think about how your 
organisation might change in the next five years. What do you 

think will be the key skills needs and training requirements for 
your organisation in the next 5 years?”  

 
The in-depth answers given in 2013 were coded up and five areas 

emerged as the most commonly mentioned skills requirements that 

were anticipated by VCSE organisations over the next five years:  
 Bid writing/tendering/grant applications/funding and 

fundraising;  
 ICT skills;  

 Management, governance and leadership skills;  
 Interagency working/collaboration; and  

 Safeguarding.  
 

It is interesting that, although the descriptions in some cases are 
slightly different, with the exception of ICT skills, four of these 

areas correspond very closely with the highest ranking areas 
found by the 2015 survey. As such it is worth repeating some of 

the qualitative commentary for each from the 2013 report:  
 

Bid writing/tendering/grant applications/funding and 

fundraising  
This was the single most commonly mentioned skills requirement (in 

2013) and was closely linked with both the decrease in public sector 
funding that the sector is experiencing and recognition of the need to 

compete against private sector companies who were felt to have 
more commercial and entrepreneurial “nous”.  

 
Management, governance and leadership skills  

The skills that were more commonly mentioned as being needed by 
VCSE sector leaders either related to the challenges and changes 

being faced by the sector overall or to the issues being faced by 
individual organisations as they sought to maintain and develop 

themselves in a difficult climate.  
 

Interagency working/collaboration  

The “need” to collaborate and work with other VCSE and public 
agencies or even the private sector, was often identified, but it was 

unclear as to whether respondents were thinking of specific training 
that they would need or simply acknowledging the fact that they 

would need to accept that such cooperation was likely to be integral 
to survival.  

 
Safeguarding  

Training in safeguarding was identified by a considerable number of 
respondents (in 2013) as being the single key skills area for them, 
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clearly related to their service and clients, though it was noted this 
was a statutory requirement to remain compliant. 

 

What next to build on this evidence base? 
 
The following next steps are proposed: 

 Interviews with 15 commissioners to get their perspective on 

VCSE needs.  

 Discussion at Cornwall Executive Group. 

 Conduct a small TCA survey of larger VCSE organisations of 

£500k plus turnover, to complement and contrast with the 

large survey just undertaken. 

 A trading and business skills study has been built into project 

plan for the TCA’s Technical Assistance proposal. 

References 
 2013 Cornwall VCSE Survey, conducted by Transform Research 

for Cornwall Council and Cornwall Voluntary Sector Forum.  

 A financial Sustainability Review, NCVO July 2015. 

 State of Social Enterprise, SEUK, 2015. 

 Beyond Big Contracts, Crowe et al, 2015 

 Fight or Fright, NCIA, January 2015. 
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Appendix A: Summary of desktop research of national 
reports. 
 
Beyond Big Contracts:  Commissioning public services 
for better outcomes, Crowe et al 2015.    Collaborate 
(London South Bank University). 
 
Three trends noted: 

1. Measurement: trend towards outcome-based commissioning, 

particularly using payment-by-results elements. Likely to 

increase, but currently output-based contracts are still the 

dominant commissioning model.  Lambeth Council’s Outcomes 

Framework for Children and Young People cited as good 

practice.  Big fall in grants.   (Notes that outcome-based 

commissioning does not always lead to a focus on meaningful 

outcomes that relate to user needs, particularly in cases of 

multiple, complex needs).     

 

2. Risk and Innovation.  Cuts and reductions in budget available to 

commissioners has fuelled growth of contracting models that 

seek to transfer responsibility for innovation – and thus the risk 

– to providers.  Creates a situation where commissioners are 

not concerned about social sector delivery capability, but are 

much more worried about their capacity to handle a complex 

commercial process and take and manage financial risks.   

Squeeze on finances appears to be limiting the sort of radical 

innovation needed to solve complex social problems and meet 

user needs.  

 

3. Relationships. Structural changes beginning to fracture and 

break existing relationships between commissioners, providers 

and service users.  Multi-tiered supply chains – increases 

distance between commissioners and end - users – threatens 

cross-sectoral collaboration – more difficult to meet complex 

community and user needs.  Consortia appear to be the sector’s 

response and the way forward - 95% in their survey would 

consider collaborating through a consortium or partnership for 

bidding for public sector contracts in the future.   Collaboration 

is on the increase. 
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National Coalition for Independent Action (NCIA) Inquiry into 

the Future of Voluntary Services.   Fight or Fright, Voluntary 

Services in 2015: A summary and discussion of the inquiry 

findings.  Jan 2015.  

 

Warns about the privatisation of the sector moving it away from 

its functions – unable to campaign or highlight injustice whilst 

beholden to state for contracts or monetisation of human need 

when delivered through private contracts.   

 

P 14 Quote: ‘ G4S and Serco are not rushing to run food banks.  

The idea of these fallback services, which are expected to be 

funded through private philanthropy, public subscription or 

quasi business ‘social investment’, ignores the deep structural 

causes of poverty.  

 

P 18 Current commissioning and procurement practices viewed 

as unfit for purpose and should be abandoned.  

 

P5: Operationally, the mechanics of the procurement systems 

can impose heavy burdens on VSGs.  …..  Then successful 

bidders find themselves having to cope with onerous contract 

and performance management regimes.  While the system is 

based on transferring risk from the commissioner to the 

contractor, the former remains accountable through 

micromanagement,  onerous reporting requirements, issues 

about ownership of records, or expensive indemnity insurance. 

 

Social Enterprise UK (2015).  Report supported by 
Santander. 

 

 Scale and Scope: 52% of SE’s increased turnover in past 12 

months. 

 

 31% of SE’s working in the most deprived communities in the 

UK (doesn’t say what they are doing there though) 

 

 Survey demonstrated that SEs operate in huge range of 

industries – from automotive assembly to public houses, from 

medical diagnostics to manufacturing beehives, form software 
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developers to structural engineers.  Concentrated in certain 

areas: 

 Education (18%) 

 Business support/consultancy (17%) 

 Employment and skills (14%) 

 Retail (12%) 

 72% provide services, 13% mainly supply goods, 14% an even 

mixture of goods and services.  

 73% of social enterprises earn more than 75% of their income 

from trade. 

o 40% female led 

o 31% have BAME directors. 
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