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Overview
The role of the UK’s voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector is crucial, now more
than ever. COVID-19 has laid bare the level of social and economic inequality in the country.
Many working in charities and voluntary organisations were already all too aware of these
inequalities through the course of their day to day work.
Over the past year, the centrality of the sector in creating and sustaining our social infrastructure,
in showing the way in terms of asset and place-based ways of working, has been increasingly
evident.
• Charities and voluntary organisations have provided crucial services, support and advice,
whilst continuing to engage in advocacy and campaign work. This is in part due to the
diversity of organisations across the sector and their remarkable reach.
• Informal mutual aid groups rallied at speed to meet the local needs of people shielding in
the early days of the pandemic.
• Smaller local charities have looked to understand and meet people’s changing needs in
relation to access to food, as well as take action on loneliness, provide reliable information
and mental health support10.
• Larger national charities have shifted at speed to deliver services digitally, and in particular
have continued to gather data - explaining the implications of the pandemic for people
whose voices might not otherwise be heard.
Organisations across the VCSE sector have demonstrated time and again their ability to mobilise
rapidly and flexibly. Locally based organisations have a unique role in engaging residents
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most at risk and those rarely heard. Their role is crucial in making sure that services are co-produced with
residents needs at the heart of provision.
At the same time, VCSE groups have had to grapple with the impact of the pandemic on their own
organisations. Those reliant on donations and fundraising face huge funding gaps and difficult decisions;
redundancies11 and, for some, closure. Organisations previously reliant on face to face volunteering and
service delivery while conducting rapid shifts to digital provision have seen a resulting divide among
employees, volunteers and beneficiaries according to their ability and relative capacity to understand,
contribute and benefit from this shift. Undoubtedly there has been a rapid increase in demand for skilled
services, support and advocacy at precisely the point when resources and capacity have been uniquely
challenged.

What we’re seeing now
Traverse’s work over the past year has borne witness to some of the unfolding implications of the
pandemic, both positive and negative, for the sector itself, and the people and communities it supports.
We’ve been able to draw some practical insights which we hope may be helpful to share.
We have seen an increase in collaboration, partnership and integration within the sector. Our work with
VCS leaders last summer found that the pandemic had brought local organisations closer to one another.
Understanding and building upon on this increased collaboration and partnership will be imperative going
forward12. Current work with NHS England and Improvement demonstrates the critical role of the VCSE
sector in working with Integrated Care Systems to address health inequalities and improve public health.
Grant makers became more flexible in their requirements as a reaction to the immediacy of the needs
generated by the pandemic13, complemented by the Government’s extension of tax relief for social
investment. Increasing openness to discussing different approaches to financing is vital, as well as flexible
approaches to grant making.
Resilience, both individual and collective, has been a key factor in communities’ responses to
the wider impacts of the pandemic. In this regard, the role of VCSE organisations within communities
has been vital. Our work with Mind, Co-op, SAMH and Inspire, undertaken from April 2020 to April
2021, aimed to understand the factors affecting community resilience. The work has demonstrated the
importance of community (not just individual) resilience as a bedrock enabling local people to respond
to shocks. Protective factors for this kind of resilience include things like the presence of community hubs,
formal and informal VCSE networks. The work has also shone a light on those who might miss out in terms
of these benefits; young people and newcomers to a local area, for example. VCSE organisations are
often embedded in neighbourhoods and have a unique advantage when it comes to engaging the most at
risk and rarely heard communities. They play a key role in facilitating dialogue between the system and
its residents, making sure that services are co-produced with purpose, with residents at the heart of service
provision.

Our post-pandemic society
needs organisations which
place kindness, connection,
understanding and a sense
of civic responsibility at the
heart of their mission”.

The shift to digital delivery has been a significant change for the sector,
and the implications of this continue to unfold, both positive and negative.
Reflecting on the implications of these changes and engaging with people
who use services and access support to understand their needs and
preferences is vital for ensuring that post-pandemic support and services are
person-centred. Support for people as face-to-face support and services
return will also be crucial.
Our work with Sense and Ageing Better in Camden to understand the
impact of digitising social isolation and loneliness services worked to help the
organisations and projects and people they support to refine their delivery
models during the pandemic. Within the context of an influx of digital services
to mitigate social distancing restrictions, our work with these organisations has
highlighted the importance of charities adopting blended offers that effectively
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Opportunities
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Opportunities for leaders in the sector, and those
that work with them, to make case for the UKs
social infrastructure and the pivotal role of VCSE
organisations in creating and sustaining this.

Opportunities for social investors and the sector to
advocate for changes to, and raising awareness
of, social investment. The recent extension of social
investment tax relief is an opportunity for all involved
to open up these conversations.

Opportunities to think and do differently in relation
to what partnership working, collaboration, grant
making and commissioning look like in practice at
all levels – sharing learning from cross-sector programmes
related to initiatives like social prescribing, VCSE
leadership in Integrated Care Services and the placebased work of funders like the Big Local programme, Urban
Health Impact and numerous others will be vital.

Opportunities for leaders in the sector to think and
do differently about systemic issues related to
Equality, Diversity & Inclusion, equity and justice
both organisationally and in relation to the people
the sector serves.

Opportunities to think and do differently in terms
of embedding person-centred approaches focussed
on understanding people’s lived experiences and
investing in co-production for service design.

combine online and face-to-face approaches.
While online activities bring benefits for people
with complex disabilities and older people in terms
of increased geographic service reach, increased
accessibility and more convenient services,
face-to-face approaches still have intrinsic value
when forming social connections with others.
Organisations that shift to or introduce online
services need to carefully consider this balance
in order to maintain the ‘social fabric’ of their
projects.
Much of our work has demonstrated the
powerful role of engaging with people with
lived experience in thinking through what
a return to a ‘new normal’ looks like. For
example, the Prince Trust supported our work to
take a peer researcher approach – engaging
young people themselves to help design and run
our research. This has meant we have seen firsthand the power of personal testimony in bringing
fresh insight and perspectives on the challenges
posed by the pandemic. This has already resulted
in the Prince’s Trust adapting their resources and
service delivery to better meet the needs of
young people as we emerge from lockdown.
More widely, we’ve seen that the social action
spurred by the Black Lives Matter movement
prompting a number of organisations we work
with in this sector, as well as ourselves, to start
the work to make our actions more equitable
and just, aiming to rebalance systemic and
organisational inequalities. We’ve contributed
to discussions at the Nuffield Trust, among
other organisations, to start to think through the
implications that this has for our research practice
and how we make ourselves accountable for
identifying issues and needs and making change
happen.
Traverse’s work to challenge our own practice, for
example through establishing a lived experience
advisory panel (REBLE researchers), has been
inspired by the work we do with partners in the
charity sector, health and social care and local
government. Making the case for the value of
engaging people in the issues that matter to them
is at the heart of what Traverse does, and it is
really inspiring to contribute to the momentum
building around the need for an approach to
public service design which genuinely looks
to build in understanding of peoples lived
experiences and a commitment to working
towards co-production.
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What comes next?
By all indications, it is unlikely that the VCSE sector and social and civil society ecosystem will ever be
quite the same again. Its composition, funding sources, staffing and volunteer models will look quite
different at the end of 2021 and in five years’ time. The primary immediate threat for the sector centres
on survival questions: funding and income, and in this context demand outstripping ‘supply’ precisely when
it is needed most.
In terms of central Government priorities, while the 2021 Spring budget announced specific funding for
charities working to support victims of domestic violence, veterans, arts, culture and sport, there has been,
from the sector’s perspective, little else in regards commitment to valuing its role or supporting its survival.
It is still unclear what funded role there might be for the VCSE sector in the Government’s wider levelling
up agenda14, and shift in emphases to place-based initiatives. Equally, some uncertainty remains in relation
to what the Shared Prosperity Fund – planned to replace European Structural Investment Funds post Brexit
might look like in practice, although the £220m UK Community Renewal Fund is intended to support pilot
programmes in preparation for this and is open to the VCSE sector.15
Despite this uncertainty we see an energy and renewed focus on a range of opportunities which aim to build a
sustainable and inclusive future for the sector and the people and communities it serves.
Our post-pandemic society needs organisations which place kindness, connection, understanding and
a sense of civic responsibility at the heart of their mission. Now more than ever we need a vibrant,
varied VCSE sector rich in organisations of all sizes, working at all levels of the system to advocate
and campaign, to gather evidence about needs, to design and deliver holistic services and support
to meet varied, local and individual needs. The most pressing social and economic issues of our time
- poverty, inequality, health inequalities, climate change and the environment, our ageing population,
loneliness and mental health – all are addressed, advocated and campaigned for by this sector. A fair,
just society where everyone has the opportunity to thrive depends on the UK’s VCSE sector. It is indeed,
#NeverMoreNeeded.

Zoe Khor
Voluntary, community & social Enterprise Sector Lead
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