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1. CONTEXT OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION

This research project has been jointly funded by Bristol 
City Council, Power to Change and Quartet Community 
Foundation, and it is being undertaken by Black South West 
Network (BSWN) in partnership with VOSCUR and Locality. 
The research aims to analyse the impact of COVID-19 on the 
Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) Sector 
in Bristol in order to assess how to foster greater community 
resilience in the new operating environment, and ultimately 
provide evidence for a thoroughly informed overall Sector 
strengthening recovery strategy.

2. OBJECTIVES & OUTCOMES

COVID-19 has shown light on the crucial role that the 
VCSE Sector plays in the city as source of support and 
aid, particularly to socio-economically disadvantaged 
communities in a time of crisis. Not only did the Sector 
play a vital role during the pandemic but it will be critical 
to the recovery and re-imagining of societal processes 
that are an inevitable result of the virus. Therefore, 
survival, recovery and renewal of the VCSE Sector in this 
changed environment is vital. In this context, the over-
arching research objectives are:

 • Understanding the role and potential of the VCSE in 
the city going forward.

 • Creating the foundations from which to build new 
ways of working in the city which address inequality 
from the start.

 • Developing a One City approach to recovery which 
recognises the value and importance of the VCSE in 
building resilient communities.

To achieve these objectives, the research programme 
has been split into 3 phases. This report marks the end of 
phase 1, which aims to:

 • Assess newly emerged and/or intensified 
communities’ needs after the pandemic. 

 • Propose areas of investment for the recovery phase 
according to the Sector’s prioritised needs in the 
next 12 months.
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3. METHODOLOGY
The project brings together an eclectic 
methodology, matching appropriate tools 
and techniques to each stage to draw out 
the appropriate data. This report includes the 
analysis of primary qualitative data from: 

Through facilitation from the key partners in the 
project delivery, BSWN’s research team joined 
existing virtual meetings to collect data on the 
most immediate priority needs and areas of 
investment for an effective VCSE Sector recovery.

The qualitative data listed above is supported by a quantitative sample collected through an ongoing survey. 
The sample selected for this interim’s analysis includes data from the first 100 respondents; 49% of which are 
general voluntary & community organisations, 31% are either community businesses or social enterprises, and 
the remaining 20% is made up of self-organising groups. 

 • Facilitated by Locality, the first session was 
undertaken on 07/07/2020 with 20 key 
anchor organisations in the city.

 • The second session was hosted virtually by 
VOSCUR on 16/07/2020 with 7 participants 
representing infrastructure organisations.

 • For the third piggy-back session, the research 
team joined the ‘Mayor’s conversation with 
community workers’ on 24/07/2020.

 • The fourth was held with 14 organisations’ 
representatives from the adult social care 
sector on 27/07/2020.

 • The fifth and final session was once again 
facilitated by VOSCUR on 30/07/2020 with 
a different cohort of anchor organisations 
predominantly involved in emergency 
frontline response to the pandemic.

 • The first and third sessions featured 
organisations delivering universal provision, 
whist the second and last sessions included 
representatives across all equalities groups-
targeted provision.

 • Overall, the focus groups sessions engaged 
25 organisations amongst voluntary & 
community organisations, community 
businesses, social enterprises and self-
organising groups. 

2 hours per session allowed for an in-depth 
discussion on what community needs are 
emerging and/or intensifying due to the 
pandemic, on the impact that the virus and 
the lockdown have had on the organisations 
themselves, and on the key assets that were 
instrumental for the organisations’ responses to 
the crisis. Moreover, the participants were asked 
to provide key areas of investment and priority 
needs for the next 12 months recovery. 

5 Piggy-Back Sessions 4 Focus Group Sessions



VSCE Interim Report 2020

06

Disclaimer: all the quantitative figures analysed in this interim might undergo changes in the final report after 
completion of the survey collection.

Social Enterprise

Fig 1 - Organisational Sample from the Survey

 12%

 19%

20%

 49%

Voluntary & Community

Self Organising Group

Community Business
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‘I guess we’ve seen the highest spiking demand for our 
services supporting people to manage their own care. 
We had to go through a lot to examine how fragile 
those people’s care packages were, at risk from the 
virus and being shield, so a huge amount of work was 
required in supporting people to A: risk assess their 
own packages, and B: make alternative arrangements 
where needed.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 2, 
disabled people-targeted provision]

[Self-organising group from focus group 2, 
LGBTQ+ targeted provision]

NEWLY EMERGED 
AND INTENSIFIED 
COMMUNITY NEEDS
81% stated to have identified an increase in service 
demand. The vast majority confirms an increase both 
in numbers of service users and types of support 
required. 

In a few cases, the respondents felt the need to 
specify that although lockdown rules created barriers 
in reaching out to certain audiences – particularly 
because of digital exclusion and the inability to adapt 
certain services to non-face-to-face delivery methods 
– the demand coming from the smaller number of 
recipients is still higher in intensity, and consequently 
still significantly draining for the organisation’s 
capacity and resources. 

The qualitative sample is supporting the same trends 
as the survey, with the vast majority of respondents 
stating a spiking increase in demand of service for 
all target communities, but more particularly across 
equalities groups-targeted provision.

‘The numbers now are much fewer but much 
more intense in terms of the interactions that 
we’re having so it’s actually probably a lot 
more work and a lot more involving for the 
staff so I’d say the kind of increase or decrease 
is a bit weird to say, because it’s a decrease in 
numbers, but an increase in intensity.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 3, universal provision]

[Community business from focus 
group 3, universal provision]

‘We’re working with less people but the work 
is far more intense and we’re having to do a 
lot more planning around each individual 
activity to try and say this is gonna be COVID-
secure.’ 

‘We’ve seen a spike increase 
in demand for all our services.’ 

‘We had to increase the number of hours that we’re 
working and that we tried, so our one-day mission 
became 5 days a week of support, and it started to be 
flexible from a few hours a day to many more to meet 
the demand of services.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
refugees and asylum seekers-targeted provision]
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All organisations and groups with an 
environmental conservation remit have 
unanimously stated that the need for 
utilising green spaces has risen steeply from 
the very beginning of lockdown up until now. 

The issue of green spaces relates directly 
to the first observed community need 
(mental health) in the following section. 
The importance of engaging in any type of 
physical activity regularly, for both physical 
and mental health, is well established, and 
may be particularly beneficial in limiting the 
damage caused by Covid-19. Closures of some 
parks and green spaces during the lockdown 
has limited the options for physical activity 
affecting vulnerable populations more than 
others. Infrastructure plans in the recovery 
phase should therefore include policies and 
plans for creating healthy environments that 
intentionally include green space and public 
spaces for leisure and recreation - located 
in close proximity to people, regardless of 
where they live.

‘We’ve seen a massive uptake in people 
wanting to engage with nature and the 
outdoors, it’s been massive, people just want 
to come outdoors to a safe space. On a nice 
day, you find people on a bench just reading 
books, young people on scooters, just people 
engaging with the environment so that green 
space has been really key for people.’ 

[Community business from focus 
group 3, heritage and environmental 

conservation focused provision]

1. MENTAL HEALTH 

‘We have what could 
effectively be called 
a mental health crisis 
emergency.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 3, people with complex 

needs-targeted provision]

According to all organisational sectors and 
across all recipient communities, the most 
urgent emerging challenge is by far mental 
health. It was mentioned more than 40 times in 
the qualitative sample, alongside ‘isolation’ (21 
times) and ‘loneliness’ (12 times), predominantly 
in relation to social distancing rules and the 
limitations of lockdown. The other main element 
emerging in terms of mental health is the 
‘anxiety’ (12 times) triggered by externalities that 
are out of one’s control; i.e. economic recession 
after lockdown, a possible second wave of the 
virus in the winter, Brexit and its economic 
impact and, particularly in the case of minority 
ethnic communities, the Black Lives Matter 
movement and the consequent rise of hate 
crime.

Mental Health+40

21

12

12

Isolation

Loneliness

Anxiety
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It is vital to consider the multi-layered 
mental health impact on individuals whose  
identities fall under multiple protected 
characteristics, as well as groups facing 
various structural and systemic barriers. For 
example, evidence has consistently proven 
that recent migratory communities are  
more likely to live in low-quality or 
overcrowded housing, as well as living 
in conditions of financial insecurity and 
coming from minority ethnic backgrounds 
where the numbers of COVID-19 deaths are 
disproportionally higher (Office for National 
Statistics, 2020). 

‘A lot of our members 
are from ethnic 
minority backgrounds 
which meant we were 
supporting people 
who had lost family 
members as well 
as trying to provide 
support in terms of 
their sexuality.’ 

[Self-organising group from focus 
group 2, LGBTQ+/Faith groups-

targeted provision]

‘COVID-19 affected us all but over time there was 
a realisation that minority ethnic communities 
were disproportionally affected by it and, on 
top of that, we had Black Lives Matter. The 
number of contacts that we had for individuals 
that were so anxious, really confused, not 
really knowing what to do or where to go was 
really high. We got a number of therapists that 
were able to just be there to listen to some of 
those concerns initially. A lot of the things that 
people were sharing was the whole fear that 
COVID-19 would take them out, basically. So, 
lots of counselling was provided.’ 

‘Counselling absolutely spiralled, in the last 
couple of months […] After Black Lives Matter, 
we saw a number of students who were coming 
to see us, individuals who are mixed race and 
who had issues around identity, it has triggered 
so much in them, they were really desperate to 
reach out, there’s been a lot of them talking to 
us about being on the receiving end of verbal 
abuse and a lot of it is racial.’ 

‘The other massive thing has been the Black 
Lives Matter movement and protest, and 
the very real trauma that a lot of the black 
young members of our community felt for the 
footage of George Floyd’s murder, but also the 
discourse around that, as well as the spotlight 
that was put on Bristol with the Colston statue.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 3, 
mental health services provision]

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 3, 
minority ethnic-targeted provision]

 [Social enterprise from focus group 4, 
young people-targeted provision]
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It was noted multiple times during the focus groups that, for certain equalities groups, pre-existing mental health 
issues are disproportionally higher and more severe. Two common examples were refugees and asylum seekers 
communities as well as victims of domestic abuse. 

‘I will say trauma. People who came here 
seeking asylum through trafficking, they 
experienced quite a lot in their journey and 
with COVID-19, especially the first week of 
lockdown, they felt there were similarities 
of people going to supermarkets and stock 
piling and confused running around. That’s 
the memory of, at their own time, what they 
had experienced, so quite a lot of members 
were not feeling well.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 4, refugees and asylum 

seekers-targeted provision]

‘There’s definitely been an increase in women 
experiencing various forms of violence and 
abuse and a massive increase in mental 
health, anxiety and self-harming. Isolation 
really, a lot of women who use voluntary 
organisations as a way of getting out to the 
house were not being able to access that.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 4, women-targeted provision]

Once again, the reality is multifaced. Socio-economic 
aspects such as coming from a low-income household, 
being in insecure employment, being key workers or 
face-to-face workers in general were adding challenges 
and concerns, ultimately impacting on individuals’ 
mental health. In the case of single parents for 
example, with the schools and nurseries being closed 
and with no option for support from grandparents 
who might be shielding, childcare became a massive 
issue, especially for low-income households.

[Social Enterprise from focus group 2, young 
black men-targeted provision]

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
women-targeted provision]

‘Mental anxiety… an increase worrying about finances, 
people not being able to access employment, we have 
had women who have been, once the lockdown lifted, 
expected to go to work with no provision for childcare.’

‘There’s been a labour crash in terms of some of those 
coming from an ex-offender background or just 
coming out from prison who aren’t able to find any 
work. They could end up being homeless, we have 
seen the related impact in terms of mental health and 
lack of ability to talk out.’ 

The job market overall seems to be extremely 
inaccessible across all equalities groups due to 
systemic barriers and disadvantages, and there is 
widespread concern that economic recession will 
only worsen the situation. Economic insecurity and 
the inaccessibility of the labour market have found to 
be affecting significantly our sample’s communities 
both in terms of overall mental health and more 
specifically in terms of ability to plan for recovery. 
Therefore, economic inclusion and inclusive growth - 
in terms of designing initiatives and policies that allow 
systemically disadvantaged groups to re-enter the 
labour market - should be at the top of priorities when 
planning for the recovery phase.
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‘Quite a lot of people who were working 
in the gig economy, people who were self-
employed, people who were working in a 
cleaning business, taxi drivers… Those type 
of people lost their income, quite a lot 
of income. There is a lot of a poverty and 
there’s communities… those people were 
already at the margins of society and now 
the coronavirus is making things worse.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 4, minority ethnic communities-

targeted provision]

‘I think one of the biggest issues is that the 
young people are the most affected by the 
job market and there’s quite a lot of fear 
for that, so we’re probably gonna get an 
extension to our work around education 
and training, but the question is… will those 
jobs be out there?’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 2, people with complex needs-

targeted provision]

‘I think a key thing is making sure that 
people who’ve been furloughed or laid off 
due to the crisis have the support to enable 
them to get back into employment, and 
that’s crucial to avoid pension poverty in the 
next sort of ten to twenty years.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from piggy-back 
session 4, older people-targeted provision]

‘I think job insecurity has also 
been a massive thing, so a lot 
of our community members 
are kinda at the early stages 
of their creative careers, and 
for the freelance support for 
the government you had to 
have already one or two years 
of self-employment, so those 
people who were in their first 
or second year of being self-
employed weren’t entitled 
to any support, that was a 
big thing. Then, they had 
no other options but taking 
on jobs in healthcare and 
supermarket work, putting 
themselves in the frontline 
and having to deal with all 
the implications of that.’ 

[Social enterprise from focus group 4, young 
people-targeted provision]
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Beyond socio-economic pressure, the pandemic has 
added personal anxieties and distressing individual 
experiences. For members of LGBTQ+ communities, 
the impossibility to gather with selected individuals 
who are accepting and understanding of their 
sexuality and gender identity and the forced lockdown 
in households with family members has often resulted 
in lack of support and even abuse. For children and 
young people, the prolonged closure of schools has 
created anxiety towards exams results and the future.
 
However, some positive experiences have also been 
mentioned in the qualitative sample. In many cases, 
older people have demonstrated to be able to meet 
the challenges of lockdown in very positive ways, 
even providing support to other family members or 
neighbours, and in doing so, challenging the overall-
spread narrative that sees all older people as vulnerable 
individuals. One of the organisations supporting young 
people with complex needs has also mentioned how 
the pandemic has provided opportunities for young 
offenders to ‘be part of the solution’ by contributing 
to volunteering activity, which has been incredibly 
beneficial for them.

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 2, young 
people with complex needs-targeted provision]

‘Some people were happy about being part of the 
solution, so one of the things about a lot of people 
going through care and homelessness is that their 
confidence has been knocked a lot, so they’ve been 
told all their lives that they are not going to achieve 
things, which is why a lot of our work is about self-
worth, and there was something really important for 
those people who could go and make a difference by 
volunteering.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 3, 
universal provision]

‘What came up increasingly through lockdown was a 
lack of information about the local picture, the really 
super local picture of digital exclusion - a lack of 
information about exactly who wasn’t being reached 
and what impact not being able to go out and use 
public hotspots like the library and WI-FI was having 
on people. Particularly with people maybe having 
one device in a home where six or seven people were 
sharing it as opposed to being able to go out into 
schools and other spaces.’ 

2. DIGITAL EXCLUSION

After mental health, the second most frequently 
cited theme when discussing community needs that 
emerged or intensified during lockdown was digital 
exclusion and poverty. The unanimous position across 
the qualitative sample was that digital poverty has 
always been a massive but underestimated issue in 
Bristol, and COVID-19 created the circumstances to 
capture exactly how big is the challenge by creating a 
world where digital exclusion can equal complete lack 
of access to information and in some cases complete 
isolation.
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‘Digital poverty is the 
biggest thing for us. We’ve 
always looked at providing 
people with higher access 
to employment, but now 
we are changing that to 
including digital devices 
and the means to access 
the digital work.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 
2, young people with complex needs-

targeted provision]

‘What was massively obvious was a lot of digital 
poverty, not a lot of our young people have 
access to digital, they rely on places that you 
can go to get free Wi-Fi and during lockdown 
they were completely physically and digitally 
isolated.’ 

 [Voluntary organisation from focus group 
2, young people-targeted provision]

‘Another thing is the TV licenses, there’s a 
significant number of over 70+ who will have 
their TV signal cut next month because if they 
are not eligible or not claiming pension credit, 
they will have that taken away, that’s gonna be 
a really big thing in terms of having access to 
information.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from piggy-back session 
4, older people-targeted provision]

More broadly, technological exclusion was 
commonly linked to the above-mentioned 
issues, i.e. lack of access to information and 
isolation. 

‘We have to call everyone, whenever the 
government is deciding another route, we 
have to translate to them to keep them safe 
at home.’ 

‘Because the message was changing all the 
time from the government, it was very hard 
to try and explain to our communities what 
should they do, should they stay home, who 
can they meet, who they cannot meet.’ 

 [Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
refugees and asylum seekers-targeted]

[Self-organising group from focus group 2, 
faith groups-targeted delivery]

For various equalities groups-focused 
organisations, the challenges around 
inclusive outreaching during lockdown 
and keeping communications open with 
digitally excluded individuals were often 
made even more complex by additional 
layers of disadvantages. For example, 
organisations serving recent migratory 
communities - whether it is refugees or faith 
groups or certain minority ethnic groups - 
have highlighted the additional challenge 
of having to translate every update from the 
government’s guidelines in many different 
languages at a very quick pace to make sure 
their communities would be safe. 

Another example was offered by a disabled 
people-focused organisation. It was stated 
that masks covering people’s mouths are 
hindering communications involving deaf 
and hard of hearing people, hence it was 
suggested that more inclusive alternatives 
such as masks with a visible screen should be 
made available as much as possible.
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PRIORITY NEEDS & 
AREAS OF INVESTMENT 
FOR RECOVERY

When questioned about priority needs to be covered in 
the next 12 months, 71% of survey respondents replied 
that they were planning to ‘apply for grant funding’. Just 
below this figure is the option for ‘building partnerships & 
collaboration’ (69%). Another popular area of investment 
is ‘reviewing policies to adapt services to post-COVID 
measures’ (63%), which is particularly relevant for 
physical community hubs and anchor organisations 

generally working from buildings/community spaces. 
Moreover, ‘building budgeting and planning capacity’ 
was selected by half of the sample and ‘providing support 
to monitor and improve staff’s mental wellbeing’ by 40% 
of the respondents. Finally, 34 organisations are still in 
the process of ‘building digital infrastructure’ and 15% 
of organisations are looking into taking out investment 
loans.

Fig 2 - Priority Needs/Areas of Investment fo the Next 12 Months

Building partnerships/collaborations

Reviewing policies to adapt services to 
post-covid measures

Building budgeting/planning capacity

Building digital infrastructure

Applying for investment and loans 
above £50, 000

Applying for investment and miro-loans 
(under £50, 000)

None of the above

Providing support to monitor and improve 
staff’s mental wellbeing

Applying for grant funding

71% 69%

63%

50%

40%

34%

9%
5% 5%
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1. FUNDING STREAMS

The highest priority need amongst all options is the 
need for more strategically appropriate funding 
streams, particularly as 71% of respondents selected 
‘applying to grant funding’ as their main focus. This is 
strongly supported by the qualitative sample findings. 
Apart from self-organising groups - that generally 
rely entirely on volunteering work or on donations 
if any financial resources are utilised at all - the other 
categories of participants to the qualitative sample - 
i.e. voluntary organisations, community businesses and 
social enterprises - have consistently stated they will 
need to apply for funding in the immediate future (6 to 
12 months or even earlier than that). This is due to the 
fact that COVID-19 transformed the funding landscape 

by creating a short-term quick impact emergency 
model where most funding has been broken down 
into smaller pots and then repurposed to tackle the 
emergency, leaving little financial support for any other 
non-strictly-COVID-19-related costs or general long-term 
planning costs. 

Furthermore, due to the repurposing of most funding 
towards COVID-19 emergency responses, many 
organisations not involved in direct response initiatives 
but that are still seeing a steep rise in demand for 
services have been looking for funding to scale up and 
failed to obtain any.  

Alongside this phenomenon, community businesses and 
social enterprises have seen their main source of income 
– trading – plummet overnight when lockdown started 
and the economy froze for months. In relation to this, 
many participants stated that contrary to the common 

narrative that pushes the Sector to work towards self-
income generation and income diversification, in this 
crisis, having a solely grant-based model was in fact 
more manageable. 

[Voluntary organisation from focus 
group 4, minority ethnic communities-

targeted provision]

‘We were thinking about expanding our services, we 
were not able to raise the funding that’s needed to 
achieve that, so our long-term plan has disrupted 
because we had to adapt our services, change our 
services and change our plans. But we want to invest 
in our organisation and our staff and volunteers.’ 

‘We generate 80% of our income through trading, and we’re not able to do any of that. So that’s 
like weddings, our cinema nights, our theatre, our community yoga classes, obviously none of 
them are taking place, so our income has absolutely plummeted.’ 

[Community business from focus group 3, environment and conservation focused provision]

‘We generate the majority of our turnover through trading, since trading ceased then we are 
just plugging a gap with all the emergency funding we can get, but the funding is time specific 
and you are just kind of kicking the problem a few months down the line each grant you are 
successful with. You are not really fixing the issue. Being a multi-use space, the diversity of our 
offer has been our strength historically but that’s what’s been our challenge now, how we can 
adapt and respond for each individual activity? And how can we then bring each thing back and 
having to look at different guidance every week?’ 

[Community business from focus group 3, universal provision]
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Whilst frontline organisations were generally able to access emergency funding or keep most of their contractual 
funding from local authority, infrastructure organisations working on projects that are still needed but not directly 
responding to COVID-19 found themselves completely overloaded with work with no matching funds to support them 
with the increase of demand or necessary scale-up. 

As explored in the first section, most of the community needs emerging with COVID-19 are not new but rather 
previously-existing needs that have intensified due to the exacerbation of structural inequalities. Hence, rather than 
investing into creating new services, the most recommended route would be to invest in adapting existing traditional 
services and increase the quantity of delivery. However, restricted funding for projects seems to be heading for the 
opposite direction, which created a lot of frustration amongst applicants.

Second only to the limitations of restricted funding, the 
other most commonly discussed theme was the need for 
core funding and any non-COVID-related essential costs 
(i.e. administrative, communications, wages in general 
and so on).

‘There’s a lot of money for projects at the 
moment which just seems insane when we’re 
all just fighting to deliver what we deliver but 
with no funding, I think it’s really misplaced. 
Just to try get a bit of cash, a lot of us are trying 
to think of new projects that aren’t key, and 
they have to be new and have to fit the funding 
criteria, and that’s just incredibly frustrating 
and feels very misplaced.’ 

‘For me the main issue is being penalised for 
being relevant and not being able to access 
funding anymore because it is all directed to 
COVID-19 responses. [Some organisations] are 
continuing to deliver employability services 
for young people, or creative work, placement 
schemes for young people, but because it’s 
not necessarily framed around COVID-19 then 
it’s not seen as the priority right now so it’s like 
they are missing funding. And perhaps it’s how 
they are writing the applications or how they’re 
framing it but it’s sort of… should there really be 
a small organisation in a position where they 
are having to reframe what they are doing, or 
what they are saying they are doing to meet 
these criteria, when they are already meeting 
a need anyway?’ 

[Community business from 
focus group 3, environment and 
conservation focused provision]

[Community business from focus 
group 3, universal provision]

‘‘All this funding wants 
you to do what they want, 
so it’s a really frustrating 
thing.’  

[Social enterprise from focus group 2,  
black young men-targeted provision] 

‘When your potential core funding option falls away then 
there is a real need for grant options that supply core 
funding to organisations to do what they do and then 
often grants or particular project funding will supplement 
that, but if you don’t have the core funding in place it’s 
really challenging to do anything extra.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 2, 
environment focused]
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In conclusion, funding streams should take into account the need for core funding to ‘survive’ 
for the next 12 months, as well as funding designed to support community businesses and social 
enterprises re-establish their income generation avenues in the new post Covid-19 world, and lastly 
funding designed to meet the upsurge in need/demand for existing services as a result of Covid-19 
- whilst not being specific ‘covid-19 services’.

‘Emergency recovery focusing on core costs 
is beneficial because with the core costs 
you can deliver multiple projects than with 
the project grants where you deliver one 
project. With core costs you can sustain 
an organisation, you can sustain people’s 
jobs a little bit longer than projects which 
pushes people into freelance. Without 
that administrative support that no one 
funds us for, we wouldn’t be able to 
deliver, so administrative costs should be 
covered by funding. Also, equipment costs. 
Organisations need to be able to purchase 
equipment.’ 

[Social enterprise from focus group 2, 
young black men-targeted provision] 

‘We were able to get access to smaller funding, 
for food distribution, but we were not able to 
access our core funding.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from 
focus group 4,  minority ethnic 

communities-targeted provision]

Looking at shoring up our core funding, core 
costs, that’s difficult for everybody at the 
moment.’ 

[Social enterprise from focus group 4, 
young people-targeted provision]

‘We are only funded by the Bristol Impact Fund 
until next July, we have no other core funding, 
a couple of the projects funding that we were 
getting have been postponed, so there’s a real 
existential issue for us in terms of finding other 
funding, really concentrating on that in order 
just to establish new ways of working that we 
had to establish and you know the support for 
volunteers and staff and so on, so that’s been 
difficult.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
women-targeted provision]
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2. BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS & COLLABORATION

The second most chosen area of investment according 
to the survey sample is ‘building partnerships & 
collaboration’, particularly as initiatives to the pandemic 
have relied on collaborative approaches and partnering 
strategies across the city. The COVID-19 crisis has provided 
a common enemy for the Sector and therefore created 
an opportunity to set aside competition and prove once 
and for all that together is indeed stronger. The most 
voiced concern in relation to this is that entering the 
recovery phase and possibly another decade of austerity 
might trigger another acute phase of competition and 
the partnerships & collaboration momentum might 
get lost in the fight for survival. The key lesson learned 
being that collaboration is innate to the VCSE sector 
but that traditional funding mechanisms inhibit this 
process due to their desire for competition. Funders are 
therefore required to review the design and delivery of 
funding programmes (in consultation with the VCSE 
sector) in a way which catalyses collaboration rather than 
discouraging it. 

Successful partnering amongst organisations is not 
the only type of connection that participants to the 
qualitative sessions do not want to lose. Many have been 
impressed by the flexibility and emergency response 
work of local authorities and are looking into expanding 
these connections in the future, possibly on areas not 
related to the virus response. A crucial aspect of this 
type of partnership is the desire of the Sector and its 
communities to be more included in decision-making 
processes going forward. The desire is for the mutual 
and collaborative decision-making process we have seen 
during the pandemic to continue post-Covid, particularly 
as we look to design a new social reality. 

‘How do we really create an embedded partnership 
that’s built on trusted relationship? I think about 
how we responded as VCSEs to the COVID-19 
crisis in a miraculous way, we should be part of the 
solution for going forward as well with some of the 
strategic organisations. So how do we ensure we 
embed that in the community?’ 

[Community business from piggy-back 
session 1, universal provision]

‘I think the key asset of collaborations is really vital, 
it’s also about remembering the kinda separate but 
connected stuff, so again lots of micro organisations 
have got some really brilliant stuff to say but they 
are not always invited to the table, certainly when 
we look at community of interest, that’s really vitally 
important.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
young LGBTQ+ people-targeted provision]

The other type of connection that the Sector is aiming to 
invest in and expand on in the future is the connections 
with the communities themselves, with special focus 
on groups facing structural disadvantages. The impacts 
of Covid-19 on the VCSE sector have offered many 
lessons such as those discussed above but, crucially, 
all participants discussed the need for more strategic 
support for the development of VCSE-based community 
development and cohesion work. Work that is both 
rooted in individual communities while spanning across 
geographic communities to work collaboratively across 
the city. 
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‘It’s really about collaborations with the private sector as 
well through procurement. Priority area is procurement 
and getting the VCSE sector involved.’ 

[Social enterprise from focus group 2, young 
black men-targeted provision]

Finally, many participants have also mentioned 
that they would be open to increase collaborations 
and partnering with the private sector to enable 
knowledge sharing and more sustainable and local 
ways of procurement that involve the VCSE Sector. The 
need therefore is for more facilitated opportunities 
for the VCSE sector to engage with the private sector 
to develop collaborations and partnerships. Equally, 
there is a need to invest more in the Buy Social/Buy 
Local programmes in order to diversify supply chains.  

‘There are some sections that we are not 
quite so connected to and we would like 
to strengthen that so I would love to have 
funding for a community development 
person who can, you know, connect you to 
sort of the other communities around us. 
Also, to explore even more the city council’s 
Community Development Team and just 
how we interact with that.’ 

[Community business from piggy-back 
session 1, universal provision]

‘The other thing is about wanting to capitalise 
and build on the community engagement and 
the community cohesion that’s been shown 
in the last three months. We want to build on 
that and keep the momentum going.’ 

Voluntary organisation from piggy-back 
session 2, universal provision]

‘One of the key things we need to be aware 
is community cohesion, we are talking about 
Black Lives Matter, Brexit coming in and the 
economic slowdown of COVID-19, this will all 
have a great impact on community cohesion 
in the city, we already started seeing that, 
so we need to be strategic on how we build 
back better on that.’ 

[Participant to piggy-back session 5]

3. REVIEWING
PROCESSES TO
ADAPT SERVICES
TO POST-COVID
MEASURES

As we enter the recovery phase, the first 
operational and logistical priority facing VCSEs 
is the policy review process to adapt services 
and physical spaces to post-COVID rules. 
Since this is an ongoing process that might 
take adjustments for months to come, whilst 
the government guidelines keep updating, the 
costs associated with it might become another 
financial burden to certain organisations. The 
day-to-day operational costs for organisations 
(particularly those dealing with the public) 
and of maintaining a safe environment for 
staff, will increase. Any initiatives set up to 
strategically respond to the impact of Covid-19 
on the economy will need to take this into 
account. Especially as the impact of this on 
smaller organisations and the VCSE sector 
will be exponentially greater than on larger 
organisations and the private sector.

‘In terms of I suppose, just as things change, 
the impact on organisations is huge, just to 
open our toilets and make them COVID-19 
secure has costed us £2000, so there is that 
kind of impact, and every time the government 
changes something, we’re expecting at least 
that outlay every time. They are relatively one 
off but topping up hand sanitiser is going to be 
ongoing and other stuff is going to be ongoing, 
there are hugely significant more costs every 
time the guidance changes and we should 
adhere to that but that’s hard.’ 

[Community business from focus group 3, 
environment & conservation focused]
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Once again, organisations that rely on footfall have 
additional operational challenges in a post-COVID 
environment. Even for those who own or manage 
outside spaces, the adaptation is not always a smooth 
process. And for community businesses whose income 
is mostly reliant on trading, the urgency to go back to 
physical delivery is higher than ever.

An additional piece of work on top of all this is the 
necessity to slowly build back the trust within 
communities that there are safe spaces outside of 
their houses.

[Community business from focus group 3,  
universal provision]

‘Cafe is back but only the 
outside, which is great while 
the weather holds, as soon as 
it’s wet and cold and horrible 
people won’t want to sit 
outside drinking coffee even 
under a shelter.’ 

‘For us, our immediate thing is how do we make 
spaces COVID-19 secure and how do we make 
community confident in that. A lot of our income 
come from trading from activities, so how we 
make it COVID-secure? Whilst continuing to 
run a community hub, which is taking referrals 
from the council so thinking about where 
are we at now, in the middle still of a crisis for 
communities, but looking forward? I struggle 
with that continuously, how do we look forward 
when we’re still doing what we’re doing?’ 

[Community business from piggy-back 
session 1, universal provision]

‘What we would really love would be some time and 
money to be able to put in that reflection time, we 
feel like that is probably our biggest asset that we 
don’t get to utilise as much.’ 

[Social enterprise from focus group 4, young 
people-targeted provision]

The fast-paced delivery environment has also 
created conditions where the time and money 
for reflection, evaluation and planning is severely 
lacking.

The crisis of Covid-19 has shown that VCSE 
organisations and the public sector can effectively 
plan and deliver collaboratively. Maintained this 
drive for partnership post-recovery will ensure this 
continues and set a precedent for ensuring that 
future costed and facilitated space and time exists for 
mutual and collaborative reflection, evaluation and 
further planning. Particularly when strategic bodies 
think about designing their funding programmes 
and mechanisms of engagement with the VCSE 
sector.

4. BUILDING BUDGETING 
& PLANNING CAPACITY

Uncertainty about a second wave and many more 
externalities that might arrive in the future are 
hindering the Sector’s long-term planning, and 
so ‘building budgeting and planning capacity’ is 
crucial for entering recovery as suggested by 50% of 
the survey sample. 

‘I mean there are organisations there really waiting 
to scale up delivery to meet the acute demand and 
we need resource to do so, so that’s been quite 
frustrating I think.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 2,  
disabled people-targeted provision]
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5. PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR STAFF’S
MENTAL WELLBEING

As explored in the first section of this report, mental 
health issues and concerns have been increasing 
exponentially due to the pandemic. This is not only 
true for communities, but also for the people working.
The sudden switch to home-working model that has 
been forced upon staffs has created massive holes in 
the supporting nets for certain workers. One example 
was offered by an organisation working to provide 
support to victims of domestic and sexual abuse. In 
the previous working model, a worker picking up a 
difficult and emotionally draining phone call would 
have had colleagues present in the same room to 
check on them right at the end of it. This is no longer 
possible. The need for more support for organisations 
(with reference to their team’s mental health support 
in this new era) is therefore a key area strategic bodies 
must consider in recovery planning. 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 1, 
women-targeted provision]

‘Staff’s wellbeing has been a great concern for us. 
Certainly, the impossibility to separate work and 
trauma from personal life spaces, what’s been 
happening obviously is people are having hugely 
difficult conversations when people describe their 
experience and for some of our staff they could be 
living in a shared staff so the only place they can 
confidentially have that conversation is in their 
bedroom. So, they’re actually literally taking their work 
to bed with them. That’s obviously had a huge impact 
on their wellbeing.’ 

In a limited number of cases, organisations were able to 
access mental health support and training on how to 
serve people with trauma, which was extremely useful. 

The same way that the Black Lives Matter movement 
has affected Black communities across the city, it 
has also affected Black staff within organisations. 
Therefore, some organisations have increased flexibility 
and support for their staff during that period of time.

[Infrastructure organisation from piggy-back session 2, 
universal provision]

[Social enterprise from focus group 4, young people-
targeted provision]

 ‘We used to work together in the same room and 
now we are working individually from home and the 
emotional toll that has taken on staff is significant, 
some require weekly checks.’ 

‘We suspended timesheets so because we were all 
part-time usually we would have our timesheets for 
the hours we’d work and we suspended those so 
people could work the hours they were able to work 
and if that meant that things weren’t gonna get done, 
they just wouldn’t get done and we as an organisation 
made the decision that that was more important, our 
staff’s health. After the BLM protest, we had a wellbeing 
week off where all the staff was given a week off that 
wasn’t taken out of their holiday just to kinda take care 
of themselves.’ 

Overall, organisations are asking for financial and any 
other type of support to invest in their staff’s mental 
and physical wellbeing in this extremely demanding 
time for the third sector workers.

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4,  
refugees-targeted provision]

[Respondent to the survey]

‘Some of our staff was also unwell, we had accessed 
two different counselling sessions, one here and one 
in London, so three of our staff went to counselling 
sessions weekly, but also as a refugee sector, we have 
been getting training from trauma foundation on how 
to manage trauma and coping stress for all the staff 
in the refugee sector and also weekly meeting with 
the staff in supporting each other in the sector, so 
that’s been extremely helpful in terms of copying and 
delivering the services.’ 

‘We will do what we can in relation to our digital 
infrastructure and support for the mental wellbeing of 
staff but we have used up our free reserves so have no 
cash to give it meaningful shape.’ 
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6. BUILDING DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE

A post-COVID-19 world seems to suggest that ‘building 
digital infrastructure’ in the VCSE Sector should be 
prioritised if the intention is to build resilience, agility 
and the necessary equipment for the Sector to meet 
and overcome future challenges. 34% of the survey 
sample agrees with this position and the qualitative 

sample confirms that the Sector itself is eager to learn. 
The current pandemic has therefore shown that digital 
infrastructure and IT skills are vital for the VCSE sector 
in the dealing with crises. Greater investment from 
funders and the public sector is needed in this area.

The question of training and more broadly expertise sharing was another main point for discussion. For some 
participants, the crisis has provided enough evidence that the VCSE Sector should be able to access easily this type 
of training going forward, whether it is from a private or public sector entity. Another point was made in terms of 
what type of expertise is already present in the Sector – especially after all the lessons learned during the pandemic 
- and how can it be maximised and made easily accessible to everyone who is part of it. 

In addition to support with IT knowledge and digital 
upskilling, many organisations explicitly requested 
for funding and investment aimed at building IT 
infrastructure and purchase technological equipment. 

This is especially relevant for those organisations whose 
main model was a face-to-face type of delivery previous 
to the crisis. Since many of them were relying on the 
physical space for all their core work, from holding 
meetings in person, delivering services, training and 
supporting staff, and even storing documentation – with 
no digital copy of it available, for many of them there was 
barely any digital infrastructure in place to begin with. 
This led to a transition to home-working that was too 
fast and abrupt to be planned adequately, and resulted 
in temporary solutions or in sudden infrastructure costs 
that will soon have to be paid back.

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 
3, universal provision – focus on IT]

‘So, we’ve been able to support and train some of 
the local organisations from across Bristol to do that 
but that emerged quite early on people coming to 
us and going ‘oh you guys do digital please help 
us do digital’ so yeah that was certainly something 
that we heard a lot from other community sector 
organisations around the city.’ 

‘All of our staff before COVID-19 used tablets, but they just weren’t good enough to work 
from home all the time on, so they needed laptops and laptops aren’t cheap, there’s a lot of 
infrastructure costs I imagine most organisations haven’t invested a great deal in, because the 
majority of support delivery is on face-to-face level and the digital infrastructure comes second.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 1, women-targeted support]

[Self-organising organisation from focus 
group 2, faith groups-targeted support]

‘Priorities for us are funding 
for IT to communicate better.’ 
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‘Investing in the VCSE sector is a really good 
way to deliver systemic change and also 
not do more harms, so if you think of some 
of the historical recoveries from periods 
of recession, it’s lots of economic stimulus 
activity that actually makes climate change 
worse, makes social inequalities worse and 
you know we have so much work, if there 
was funding available we would definitely be 
providing more jobs to the region.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 
2, environment focused provision]

‘Recognising in terms on sustainability the 
value of the voluntary and community sector, 
replenishing that and making sure that is really 
nourished, rather than necessarily expected, 
I think the recovery fund thing is that the 
priorities for me would be about looking at that 
bit and supporting individual organisations to 
look at that together.’ 

[Community business from focus group 
4, young LGBTQ+ people-targeted 

provision]

‘In crisis more than ever, the sector is 
providing services that are essential to 
people and then it should be part of a 
broader social infrastructure. And you know 
if we’re looking at what makes society 
work, infrastructure isn’t just transport, 
it’s actually about the things that we do 
and how it should be part of the funding 
that comes in and there is an opportunity 
maybe to assert just how important that 
is for people’s wellbeing and their ability 
to live a productive and meaningful life. If 
we’re talking about designing a new reality, 
then getting an acceptance of that reality is 
absolutely important.’ 

[Voluntary organisation from focus group 4, 
women-targeted provision]

7. REPAYABLE
FINANCE

8. ‘WE ARE ESSENTIAL
WORKERS’

A smaller but present part of the survey sample 
is also planning to apply for investment loans 
and indicated repayable finance as an area of 
investment for recovery. The discussion around 
repayable finance in the qualitative sample was 
widely affected by the current uncertainties 
of the economic environment and needs to 
be explored further in the timespan of the 
research while the market begins to regain 
dynamism and opportunities are maximised 
on. 

Taking into account how the current economic 
context is particularly challenging for newly 
emerging or small organisations, the provision 
of products and services that enable said 
organisations to reach the status of investment 
readiness is recommended. In addition, an 
increased marketing effort around the different 
social investment products available and how 
they differ from average bank loans would also 
be beneficial in terms of building confidence 
within organisations that loans are a possibility 
even in challenging times. 

Finally, the last recurrent theme that should 
be mentioned is the discussion amongst all 
research participants on the crucial role of 
the VCSE Sector and its fundamental value. 
Participants have highlighted how in certain 
cases they were effectively playing a role as 
essential as key workers in responding to the 
virus but they were not officially recognised as 
such. Almost everyone shared concerns for the 
future of the Sector in light of austerity and what 
else has to come, and asked for a re-evaluation 
of the Sector’s undeniable contribution to the 
creation of a more sustainable and equitable 
society.
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The main findings from the report are the following:

 • Organisations are also asking for financial  
support to cover the costs of adaptation of 
services to the new social distancing rules, to 
build/keep developing their digital infrastructure 
and to monitor and improve staffs’ mental  
health and wellbeing.

 • There is a lot of potential in the wave of 
collaboration & partnerships that were sparked 
by the virus across all levels and sectors. A strategy 
to capitalise on these connections should be put 
in place.

 • Most of the community needs emerging from 
the COVID-19 crisis were already-existing needs 
that have simply intensified whilst the pandemic 
exacerbated structural inequalities. 

 • The increased demand for VCSE’s services is 
present across all sectors. Particular attention 
should be paid to mental health (isolation, 
loneliness and anxiety) as it was the most cited 
and discussed amongst the community needs’ 
to be prioritised for recovery.

 • The crisis has shown a light on the real dimension 
of digital exclusion and technological poverty, 
and the connected issues of lack of access to 
information and inclusive communications. 

 • Long-term planning is hindered by uncertainty 
and also by the lack of long-term core funding 
available.

 • Organisations are requesting more flexible, 
unrestricted, long-term grant funding to cover 
non-COVID-19 related expenses (administration 
and communication costs, wages in general) 
and the scaling-ups required to meet the new 
waves of service demand.

 • Another priority area of investment moving 
forward into the recovery will be around services 
that make the job market more inclusive, and 
more generally tackling the multi-layered impact 
that the virus has had on equalities groups.

CONCLUSIONS


