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PART ONE – INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY  
 
1.  Aim and scope of the Study 
 
This study, carried out jointly by the Institute for Voluntary Action Research (IVAR) 
and the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) aimed to explore the governance 
challenges facing small voluntary and community organisations (VCOs). The 
research came about as a result of IVAR’s and IVR’s mutual interest in small VCOs 
and their governance; in several studies conducted by IVAR and IVR, both 
individually and jointly, governance issues were either the main focus or an 
underlying theme. It therefore seemed important to focus more explicitly on the 
subject of governance and to consider the types of issues these organisations were 
facing, the ways in which they were addressing them and the support they 
considered that they needed to help them do so. We aimed to do this initially through 
a small ‘scoping’ study, the findings from which are described in this report, and 
subsequently through a more extensive research project. In Part Two we describe 
our approach to the study in more detail; in Part Three we discuss the study findings. 
Finally in Part Four we offer our own reflections on the findings. 
 
Researchers have defined ‘small’ VCOs in a variety of ways; Rochester (2000:2), for 
example, uses the term to refer to ‘organisations which had at least one member of 
paid staff but no more than the equivalent of four full-time workers’. For the purposes 
of this study, however, we are using ‘small’ to describe organisations with an annual 
income of no more than £50,000, since we did not wish to exclude from our research 
organisations that did not employ any paid staff. As others have noted (e.g. Horton 
Smith, 1997:269), such ‘grassroots associations’ are often neglected by researchers 
despite forming a major part of the voluntary and community sector (VCS) in many 
countries. For many VCOs, but perhaps particularly for organisations of this size, 
governance occurs not only at the board level, but within the context of all the 
activities carried out by the organisation (Harris, 1993). ‘Governance’ is therefore 
used to refer to ‘the process of overseeing an organisation. It is about having overall 
responsibility. This involves ensuring that an organisation’s work contributes to its 
mission and purpose and its resources are used wisely and effectively’ (Crooks and 
Mouradin, 2006: 15). 
 
2. The broader context 
 
The governance of VCOs of all sizes has been the subject of heightened interest on 
the part of policy makers and academics, as well as within the VCS itself, as the 
sector has taken on an increasing role in the delivery of public services (HM 
Treasury, 2002; 2005).  The current economic, social and political climate has placed 
greater demands on VCOs of all types (Wilding, 2008), including pressures to work in 
partnership or to merge, and both to collaborate and to compete in order to secure 
funding (IVAR, 2006). At the same time, VCOs have become the subject of greater 
scrutiny, and have needed to devote more effort to dealing with the regulatory and 
monitoring requirements of funders and other statutory bodies (ACVAR, 2004a).  
 
The increased role of VCOs in service delivery, and the expectations placed on them 
by various external bodies, have in turn led to a heightened awareness of the need 
for effective governing bodies and for support for the ‘good governance’ of VCOs. 
Bodies such as the National Hub of Expertise on Governance, for example, have 
published a variety of aids to governance, including ‘Good Governance: A code for 
the voluntary and community sector’, which identified a number of principles of ‘good 
governance’ in VCOs. Underlying this was an assumption that complying with these 
principles would help organisations achieve ‘excellent’ governance (Governance 
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Hub, 2005:5). In 2008, however, a review found that awareness of the Code amongst 
small VCOs was limited, leading to a suggestion that these organisations should be 
able to access more tailored support than was generally available (Madden, Saxton 
and Vitali, 2008).  Other research suggests that too uniform an approach to 
governance may ignore the effect of intervening variables that have an impact on the 
governance function (Murray, 2005) or the needs and purposes of particular 
organisations (Hodgkin, 1993).   
 
Empirical research has indicated that organisational size is one factor that can 
influence the implementation of governance in VCOs (Cornforth and Simpson, 2003; 
Rochester, 2003). It can affect the commitment required by trustees, with members 
of governing bodies of small organisations likely to devote over 50 days a year to 
their role, while trustees of larger organisations tend to spend 11 to 20 days (Madden 
et al, 2008). This puts pressure on small organisations to recruit board members with 
the necessary time and resources to dedicate to the demands of the role.  Trustees 
of small organisations are also likely to find themselves much more involved in day-
to-day operational matters than their counterparts in larger VCOs (ACVAR, 2004b, 
Madden et al, 2008).  
 
Indeed trustees may often be drawn from amongst the ranks of the organisation’s 
operational volunteers while at the same time holding distinct responsibilities as 
employer, as formulator and monitor of adherence to the organisation’s goals, as 
procurer and safeguarder of resources, as the point of final accountability and as a 
link between the organisation and its external environment (Harris, 2001). This dual 
role may inhibit their ability to stand back and take a strategic overview of the 
organisation and its operations, and can cause tensions in relation to balancing the 
day-to-day and the longer term (ACVAR, 2004b).  
 
Rochester (2000:3) has highlighted the heavy dependence of many small 
organisations on a small cohort of key people who often ‘tend to “do everything” from 
driving the minibus or emptying the dustbins to writing grant applications and 
lobbying the local authority’.  The loss of a single person may therefore have a major 
impact on intra-organisational relationships, including those between board members 
and any paid staff.  Rochester (2000:4) describes these organisations as 
experiencing the ‘liability of smallness’; as well as relying on the commitment of a 
small core of people, they are also often dependent on funding from a single, 
frequently short-term, funding source, and usually have few financial reserves. 
Furthermore they may be able to draw on only a limited range of expertise and skills, 
and be isolated as a result of the difficulty of developing and maintaining 
communications with others working in the same field or locality, or with statutory and 
infrastructure bodies. They may lack the resources to spend on recruiting trustees 
(Rochester, 2003), but instead depend on those who have previously been involved 
in the organisation and who may have an interest in maintaining the status quo rather 
than innovating (Middleton, 1987).  
 
Against this background, support for the governance function of small organisations 
can be crucial. As we noted above, bodies such as the former Governance Hub have 
published a number of aids to governance; numerous other infrastructure bodies, 
specialist and generalist, local and national, have also sought to support the 
governance function.  Our own previous research (e.g. ACVAR, 2004b) has 
suggested that support for governance, especially in smaller organisations, needs to 
be provided in the context of the organisation as a whole rather than focusing 
specifically on the work carried out by trustees. It has also suggested that smaller 
organisations prefer locally-based support, and that creating opportunities for 
networking and peer contact can be a useful element in the delivery of support.   
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Research has indicated, however, that small VCOs face a number of barriers in 
accessing governance support. Their heavy dependence for their operational 
functioning on a small number of people, as described above, means that they have 
few resources to invest in their own development needs. Their limited opportunities 
for networking may mean that they are not aware of the available sources of support; 
alternatively they may not perceive it to be of value or relevant to their needs 
(Madden et al, 2008). The importance of consultants being attuned to the needs of 
small organisations has been noted (IVAR, 2008), as has personal contact with 
trustees to encourage participation (ACVAR, 2004b). 
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PART TWO – OUR APPROACH TO THE STUDY 
 
3. Research methodology 
 
In order to undertake our initial ‘scoping’ study, we carried out research with a small 
number of organisations funded through the City Bridge Trust’s (CBT) Improving 
Services for Older People (ISOP) funding programme. Under this pilot funding 
programme, CBT made an extensive investment in the organisations they funded, 
providing them with help with capacity building as well as financial support for their 
operational activities. Funded organisations, in conjunction with members of CBT’s 
staff, identified their capacity building needs; support was subsequently provided by 
one of CBT’s team of experienced consultants over an agreed number of days. IVAR 
had previously carried out an evaluation of the ISOP programme (IVAR, 2008); we 
were thus familiar with the scheme and with CBT staff and consultants. 
 
CBT staff approached a number of funded organisations that had sought help with 
governance issues under the ISOP programme and invited their participation in the 
study. It was made clear to them that involvement was voluntary, that it would not 
affect the grant they received and that the researchers would not be evaluating the 
quality of the capacity building support they received.   
 
The research team selected six organisations from those that indicated a willingness 
to participate; we sought, as far as possible, to achieve a balance in terms of 
geographical spread, types of work carried out and registered charities / not 
registered.  We interviewed the Chairs of trustees of the management committees in 
five organisations, while in the sixth we spoke to the Vice Chair. All interviews except 
one were carried out face to face; the sixth was, at the suggestion of the interviewee, 
conducted by telephone. Interviews lasted between an hour and 1¾ hours.  
 
We made a donation of £50.00 to each of the participating organisations at the end of 
the study as an acknowledgement of their contribution to the research. 
 
We also interviewed three of CBT’s team of consultants; the interviews (two face to 
face and one by telephone) lasted between an hour and 1½ hours. 
 
4. The research participants 
 
All the organisations that took part in the study were, in line with their status as CBT-
funded organisations, located in London boroughs.  Two of the six had no paid staff, 
while the other four employed staff, but all on a very part-time basis (e.g. a few hours 
per week), with four part-time staff being the highest number.  
 
While we aimed as far as possible to involve organisations carrying out different 
activities, the nature of CBT’s funding programme (i.e. focusing on smaller 
organisations working with older people) meant that there was a concentration on 
those running social activities, e.g. lunch clubs and outings, or providing advice, 
English language classes, sewing or computer classes. One organisation acted as a 
forum for older residents of a particular borough, offering people aged 50+ a vehicle 
for expressing their views to statutory bodies on any issues affecting the lives of their 
age group.  Amongst the six, three organisations were working primarily with specific 
BME communities, while the others were more generalist. They were established 
between two and 35 years ago.  
 
The management committees of the organisations studied had a membership of 
between nine and fourteen people, apart from one which had only four committee 
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members. They generally had several officer positions, such as Chair, Vice Chair, 
Secretary and Treasurer, but no sub-committees. 
 
Apart from two people who had occupied their role for two years or less, all the 
interviewees had been in post for several years; often they were founder members of 
their organisations. 
 
5. Interview questions 
 
We asked the six interviewees from small organisations about: 
 

• Involvement in planning and running of activities 
• The responsibilities of the governing body  
• Relationships within the organisation 
• Recruitment and retention of trustees 
• The challenges facing the governing body  
• Support for the governance of small organisations. 

 
We asked the three CBT consultants about: 
 

• The support they offered CBT-funded organisations 
• Their perceptions of the relationship between the challenges facing these 

organisations and their organisational size 
• The appropriateness of available support to the needs of small organisations. 

 
We asked the consultants to speak about the whole spectrum of organisations to 
whom they had provided support on behalf of CBT rather than just about those taking 
part in the study. 
 
Questions were semi-structured in order to allow interviewees the flexibility to raise 
issues that they thought were particularly important in the context of the governance 
of small organisations. 
 
6. Presentation of data 
 
The data from the interviews have been organised thematically, resulting in the 
emerging themes presented in Part Three of this report. Given that this is a 
qualitative and not a quantitative study, we do not attribute numbers to those holding 
any particular point of view. As agreed with the interviewees, we are presenting the 
findings anonymously; we refer to ideas being put forward by ‘Chairs’ (when referring 
to the five Chairs and one Vice Chair interviewed) or by ‘CBT consultants’.  We use 
the terms ‘management committee’, ‘governing body’ and ‘trustees’ interchangeably 
to describe the body with ultimate responsibility for running the study organisations. 
We use the term ‘members’ to describe the people benefiting from the organisations’ 
activities rather than ‘service users’, since ‘members’ was the term generally used by 
interviewees. The word ‘volunteer’ is used to describe unpaid people helping to run 
the organisations’ activities. It should be noted, however, that the people involved in 
these organisations often held multiple roles.  Unattributed quotations from research 
participants are presented in italics. 
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PART THREE – THE STUDY FINDINGS 
 
In this Part Three we describe the findings from the interviews with Chairs and CBT 
consultants. We address in turn their ideas about: 
 

• Involvement in planning and running of activities 
• The responsibilities of the governing body 
• Relationships within the organisation 
• Recruitment and retention of trustees 
• Resources and capacity 
• Support for the governance of small organisations. 

 
7. Involvement in planning and running of activitie s 
 
7.1 Planning activities 
 
In all the six study organisations, management committee members were described 
as closely involved in planning a programme of activities, usually in conjunction with 
paid staff and members (some of whom might themselves be trustees). The 
comments made by consultants indicate that this was a common situation across the 
organisations they worked with.  Members often made suggestions for activities, 
either to a staff member or direct to trustees, but the management committee would 
make the final decision, usually on the basis of the financial implications. The general 
ethos of the study organisations was to encourage substantial member involvement: 
‘the ethos…. is to empower the members of the group to make their own decisions; 
people can be who they are and be acknowledged for it’. At times, however, trustees 
had to acknowledge that ‘some things are just not practical; that’s really difficult’. 
 
7.2 Running the activities 
 
As we indicated in section 4 above, four of the six organisations studied employed 
paid staff, but usually for a few hours a week only, to carry out administrative tasks or 
to support the organisation’s main activity by, for example, providing transport to a 
lunch club or cooking the meals. In all cases, however, Chairs described other 
people – trustees, volunteers, members or some combination of these - as also being 
involved in running the sessions. Trustees were often present at activities, frequently 
providing more than an oversight role, being involved, for example, in food 
preparation or on hand to speak to members. 
 
In their interviews, CBT’s consultants also noted the extensive involvement of 
trustees in operational activities, a factor that they considered distinguished small 
organisations from their larger counterparts: ‘this [i.e. the day-to-day service delivery] 
is the bit that most engages people and where the demands are. People are more 
familiar with this way of working; they get caught up in the here and now stuff’. 
Consultants suggested that, in some organisations, concentration on operational 
matters makes it difficult for trustees also to devote attention to planning for the 
organisation’s future: ‘nobody is thinking about the future or anything very strategic, 
about development or growth or the changed environment they’re working in’. 
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8. The responsibilities of the governing body 
 
8.1 The management committee as a whole 
 
As we discussed in section 7.1, management committee members were often deeply 
involved in the planning of activities for their organisations’ members, and saw 
themselves as having overall responsibility for the activity programme: high priority 
was attached to ensuring that they were aware of, and able to meet, the needs of 
their members effectively.  In some cases there appeared to be little separation 
between the management committee and the organisation’s membership as a whole: 
‘it’s hard to separate it as they’re so much part of the group and how it runs; it’s not a 
them and us thing’. Chairs considered it important for committee members to have a 
good overview of all aspects of their organisations’ work. 
 
Chairs described their management committees as holding a variety of further 
responsibilities. Maintaining oversight of the organisation’s finances, and securing 
adequate funding, was seen as a particularly important part of their role. Chairs also 
referred to management committees having a role as employer of staff, supporting 
them, ensuring that they were paid on time and dealing with staffing issues that might 
arise. 
 
In addition to these primarily inward-facing responsibilities, reference was made to 
the need for trustees to liaise with other local organisations and to be accountable to 
regulatory bodies such as the Charity Commission.  Some had to comply with 
standards set by external bodies: ‘provide day care facilities to the satisfaction of the 
London Borough…’ Monitoring the work was described as part of the trustees’ role: 
‘seeing that the programme is alive and well’. 
 
Reflecting on their own experiences working with small organisations, CBT’s 
consultants suggested that the size and nature of these organisations means that all 
the issues they have to address are linked to governance, because, in the absence 
of paid staff, or with very few paid staff, trustees are responsible for everything: ‘if 
there’s no staff, all the problems are traced back to governance because it’s only the 
committee that does things’. 
 
8.2 Chairs’ responsibilities 
 
As we indicated in section 4 above, several of the Chairs we interviewed had held 
that role for a number of years; indeed some had been founder members of their 
organisation.  Some described themselves as having been somewhat reluctant 
Chairs at the outset: ‘nobody else will do it’ or as wanting to step down if someone 
else were able to take over: ‘I would be very happy if someone takes my role, but I 
want them to have training’.  While generally very modest about their own 
achievements, they appeared nevertheless to see the role of Chair as important in 
terms of providing continuity and cohesion, helping support staff, ensuring members 
received services and providing guidance for other members of the committee: ‘I’m 
the Chair; I’ve got experience, I can tell this is of benefit for the community’. 
 
As with the management committee as a whole, Chairs described their role primarily 
in terms of their responsibilities within the organisation: ‘holding the structure together 
so that people come into something really welcoming’.  Only one Chair referred to 
offering policy guidance and bringing ideas from the external environment: ‘to drive 
the strategic direction of the organisation’.  
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9. Relationships within the organisation 
 
When we asked Chairs about the nature and quality of relationships within their 
organisations (i.e. amongst trustees, paid staff, members and volunteers), they 
referred to contacts as being frequent and close: ‘everyone gets on well; we are all 
friendly; there are no hard feelings’. Contacts made within the organisation often 
extended into friendships outside. There was frequently little separation between 
trustees and an organisation’s members / users. As we discussed in sections 7.1 and 
8.1, members often had considerable input to decisions about future activities; 
trustees saw activity planning and keeping in touch with members’ needs as being 
amongst their primary responsibilities. 
 
Both Chairs and consultants described how there could often be overlap between the 
roles of paid staff and trustees. Even when paid staff were appointed to specific roles 
such as administrator or cook, trustees often helped out with administrative work or 
preparing meals to make up for the shortfall in paid staff hours. Occasionally this 
caused problems where too many people were involved in the same piece of work, 
leading to overlaps and confusion: ‘so we always have a problem…. with workers 
and the management committee’.  One Chair also reported past problems with paid 
staff reluctant to respect the authority and experience of trustees. Relationships with 
volunteers, or between members, could also occasionally be problematic, usually 
because of lack of clarity over personal and organisational boundaries. 
 
For one organisation, relationships with its ‘parent body’ were problematic and 
characterised by lack of consensus over their respective areas of decision-making 
authority.  
 
Consultants suggested that the blurring of boundaries between the holders of 
different roles was a particular feature of small organisations, sometimes resulting in 
tensions and difficulties with decision-making as trustees struggle to balance the 
interests of different stakeholders in the organisation. 
 
10. Recruitment and retention of trustees 
 
10.1  Recruitment methods 
 
In some of the organisations studied, recruitment to the management committee was 
restricted to members of the organisation, while in the others trustees could be drawn 
from a much wider pool that might include, for example, interested local people or 
members’ relatives. The most common method of publicising trustee vacancies was 
word of mouth contact, including approaching directly people who were thought to 
have the right skills. Some organisations also advertised for trustees in local 
newspapers; one followed this up by interviewing interested people. One 
organisation advertised vacancies at an annual trustees’ fair, indicating what skills 
they were seeking. Others, however, were reluctant to advertise: ‘we felt terribly 
nervous about putting ads in the paper. We felt the siphoning process was a bit 
beyond us’.  
 
10.2  Ease of recruitment 
 
Apart from one organisation where the Chair reported that it was easy to recruit new 
trustees because of their large membership, Chairs and consultants described 
considerable difficulties in attracting new trustees. Various reasons were put forward 
for this: lack of interest in the organisation, unwillingness to take on the responsibility, 
and pressure of other commitments making people reluctant to commit the time.  The 
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fact that trustees of small organisations are often required to play a big role in the 
day-to-day running of the organisation was seen as a disincentive for some people: 
‘they don’t just turn up four to six times a year and sit and listen to reports, they have 
to do things. So people are nervous and outside their comfort zone’. 
 
It was also suggested that being a trustee of a small organisation is less prestigious 
than involvement with a large / national body: ‘there are all sorts of reasons why 
people join the board of, say, Barnardos or the British Red Cross, but less reason to 
go on a little local board of an organisation where there are no famous people and 
there aren’t any obvious rewards’.  A further comment was that people are unwilling 
to spend time doing things on a voluntary basis: ‘people are now greedy to want 
payment. They feel their time is valuable and they want payment’. 
 
Most Chairs felt that their committees lacked some necessary skills, for example 
people with expertise in fundraising, legal matters, marketing, ICT, or administration. 
Consultants suggested also that while the management committees of small 
organisations are often heavily dependent on a small core of willing people, they may 
mistakenly attribute their problems with governance to having too small a committee 
rather than to a lack of understanding of the responsibilities of governance and how 
to involve people appropriately. 
 
10.3 Retention of trustees 
 
Chairs reported little turnover amongst the members of their management 
committees. Constitutions rarely prescribed a finite length of tenure. Once recruited, 
trustees generally remained involved until prevented through illness or death. They 
remained because of a sense of loyalty to the organisation, commitment to its aims 
or emotional attachment both to the work and their colleagues. In some instances 
this contributed to a feeling on the part of Chairs that their committee lacked the 
desired balance of skills: ‘I’m talking about quality trustees; we retain the run of the 
mill ones’.  
 
CBT’s consultants suggested that trustees may stay involved for longer than is 
beneficial to the organisation, either because of a reluctance to resign or a lack of 
new people coming forwards: ‘they’re a hindrance to the development of the 
organisation’. On the other hand, they were aware that the departure of people who 
had contributed large amounts of time and energy could leave a big vacuum: ‘if they 
ever leave or retire, the whole organisation is thrown into crisis because there’s no-
one left behind that can do it’. 
 
Our study organisations did not generally have a succession plan in place for 
recruiting new trustees, although some Chairs referred to the importance of 
informally training newer / younger trustees to take on greater responsibilities. 
 
11. Resources and capacity 
 
Chairs described their governing bodies as facing challenges in relation to resources 
and capacity; a particular problem they identified was the lack of sufficient financial 
resources.  Consultants, on the other hand, took a broader view of capacity issues 
and the implications for small organisations of their dependency on a small number 
of key people. 
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11.1 The challenge of securing sufficient funding 
 
Chairs described their organisations as facing both strategic and operational 
challenges in relation to finance and fundraising. Trustees needed both to ensure 
that the organisation had enough money and also to seek out funding opportunities 
and make the applications themselves. This remained a permanent challenge given 
that most funding was short-term in nature. Even in those organisations that 
employed paid staff, their roles were primarily about running and supporting activities 
rather than acting in a management capacity, so responsibility for funding still rested 
with the management committee. Trustees needed constantly to be looking for 
potential sources of funding and usually had to submit several applications to 
different funders before they were successful: ‘we try to find out who might fund us, 
but sometimes they reject, sometimes they consider. We get one out of ten’. 
Fundraising was seen as a very time-consuming task, to which it was difficult to 
devote the necessary time sufficiently far in advance of need: ‘we knew we should be 
approaching organisations and not when we had the last coppers in the bank’. 
 
Some of our study organisations had been involved in tendering processes in order 
to try to secure local authority funding, and had found them to be complex and 
ultimately unproductive: ‘an agonizing process’. For some, the lack of an adequate 
communications system (e.g. because of inability to afford broadband) made it more 
difficult to maintain contacts with funders: ‘we need that and proper connections with 
people we need to be in touch with’. 
 
In some organisations Chairs commented that this situation was exacerbated by the 
fact that members or employees did not appear to take seriously their statements 
about lack of funding and its possible implications for the organisation’s future: ‘they 
sit there and smile at us’.   
 
The organisations that had experience of receiving local authority funding under a 
contract or service level agreement found that the statutory bodies’ requirements in 
terms of information to be provided necessitated a lot of work. This, they felt, was at 
times disproportionate to the size of the organisation and / or the amount of money 
received: ‘the way things are organised now, everything is done by tick boxes and 
no-one knows or cares about the quality of work you’re doing’. 
 
11.2 Organisational capacity – the view of CBT cons ultants 
 
In their responses, consultants suggested that the challenges initially presented by 
small organisations they had supported were not always the real underlying 
difficulties. They had provided support on a wide variety of aspects of organisational 
management, including business planning, fundraising, policy development, staff 
management, communications and so on.  They considered that the need to address 
these challenges was not unique to small organisations, but that small size, blurring 
of role boundaries and lack of organisational capacity brought them into sharper 
relief.  
 
As we noted in section 10.3, small organisations are frequently dependent on the 
commitment of a small number of people. Insufficient capacity led, in the view of 
CBT’s consultants, to a tendency to neglect longer-term planning and to focus 
primarily on the short-term: ‘it’s the immediacy of everything; how are we going to 
produce the next set of meals?’ 
 
CBT’s consultants suggested that small organisations are hampered in their 
development not only by lack of people capacity, but also by the inadequacy of other 
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resources such as communications systems or the skills in using them: ‘they may not 
have the presentation, promotion and written writing skills and so their stuff looks 
amateur’. 
 
12. Support for the governance of small organisatio ns 
 
Chairs described their organisations as having made use of various external sources 
of support: the City Bridge Trust’s team of consultants, local (generalist) 
infrastructure bodies and infrastructure organisations, both local and London-wide, 
focusing on work with older people. They did not generally distinguish support for the 
governance function from broader organisational support.  Consultants commented 
on the relevance and quality of various sources of support; they also described 
various barriers that can make it difficult for organisations to gain access to the 
support they need. 
 
12.1 Support from City Bridge Trust 
 
Chairs spoke positively about the support provided by CBT’s consultants. They 
welcomed the fact that the support was tailor-made to their own circumstances, and 
that they had been able to ask very specific questions. The consultants had helped 
organisations clarify the actions they needed to take and enabled them to see the 
way ahead more clearly: ‘she helped us quantify the work we’re producing; helped us 
really appreciate what we’re doing’. The support received had encouraged 
organisations to take more responsibility for themselves and recognise that they 
needed to act to secure their future: ‘it liberated the group; it brought life to them’. 
 
CBT’s consultants stressed the importance of the support they provided being one-
to-one, and hence specific to the needs of individual organisations: ‘training is not 
always the best way anyway… they need more community development work in their 
group. One person may attend the training, but this does not often get cascaded 
throughout the whole organisation’. Peer mentoring by other organisations with 
specific areas of expertise was also suggested as a good way of supporting small 
organisations. 
 
12.2 Support from generalist infrastructure bodies 
 
Several study organisations had sought support from local infrastructure bodies, 
usually the Council for Voluntary Service (CVS) operating in their borough.  Some 
had found them very helpful, for example in suggesting possible sources of funding 
or giving advice about constitutions, while others did not find them particularly useful 
or accessible: ‘if you’re not a friend of theirs you won’t get in. Their publicity is good, 
but their actual support is poor’.   
 
Consultants likewise commented on the varying abilities of infrastructure bodies to 
support small organisations. They described several - local, London-wide and 
national - as providing excellent written materials on trustee responsibilities in 
general or on specific aspects of organisational management, but suggested that 
local infrastructure bodies often lack staff with the expertise and capacity to support 
small organisations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The governance of small voluntary organisations 

Institute for Voluntary Action Research 12 

12.3 Support from specialist infrastructure bodies 
 
Our study organisations had also sought support from infrastructure organisations, 
London-wide or borough-based, working with older people. Again Chairs varied in 
their views about the usefulness and accessibility of this support; some had gained 
valuable assistance with tasks such as developing policies, but others felt that the 
support was limited in its usefulness, partly because staff of the infrastructure bodies 
had so little time to spend with any one organisation. 
 
12.4 Barriers to accessing support 
 
Chairs did not generally feel that there were major gaps in the support available to 
them although they thought that more training might be useful to enable them to 
develop their skills in areas such as preparation of funding applications, financial 
management (including reading accounts and understanding cash flow), business 
planning, staff management and ICT training. As indicated in sections 12.2 and 12.3 
above, they had had variable experiences in trying to secure support from both 
generalist and specialist infrastructure bodies. Both Chairs and consultants 
suggested that infrastructure bodies need to do more to make their resources known 
and accessible to small organisations. 
 
The consultants we interviewed highlighted some additional barriers that they 
considered particularly affect small organisations. Referring again to the issue of 
organisational capacity, they suggested that such organisations are often either 
unaware of the support available because of lack of networking capacity, or do not 
have the capacity to make use of it: ‘when you have staff you can cope, but when 
you are very small these toolkits are very hard to read and absorb’.  Lack of internet 
access was seen as still being a major barrier for smaller organisations: ‘many small 
groups do not have access to the web and hence web-based resources’.  
 
It was also suggested that trustees may not recognise what support might be useful 
to them because they are not aware of their responsibilities as trustees: ‘sometimes 
they’re trustees and they don’t know it. They call themselves the management 
committee or the committee and they might have charitable status but no-one’s ever 
explained that they carry personal liability for the organisation’. 
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PART FOUR – CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS 
 
13. The distinctiveness of small organisations 
 
This small ‘scoping’ study has concentrated on the views of Chairs of small 
organisations and three of CBT’s consultants. It therefore offers a very particular view 
of governance; the insights of other trustees, or of paid staff, for example, might have 
been different. Despite these limitations, however, the findings support those of other 
researchers (e.g. Rochester, 2000) about the distinctiveness of these organisations 
within the wider VCS.  Our interviews have highlighted the close relationships 
amongst trustees, members and paid staff, the heavy involvement of trustees in 
operational as well as strategic matters, and the blurring of boundaries amongst 
different stakeholders. They demonstrate that governance is not confined to those 
named as trustees, but is dispersed amongst a wider group of people.  This is 
distinctly different from the situation of larger VCOs, where trustees usually occupy a 
role that is primarily strategic, and are not involved directly in the organisation of 
activities and services.  
 
The findings also indicate that the dependence of these organisations on the 
commitment of a small core of key people, and the fact that those people are usually 
performing multiple roles, makes them very vulnerable to losses of key individuals. It 
also makes it difficult for them to devote sufficient attention to planning for the longer 
term and finding ways to enhance their sustainability. This, coupled with their 
frequent reliance on one main, often short term, funding source, potentially puts the 
organisations’ future in jeopardy. 
 
Viewed through the lens of much larger organisations, with their clearer separation 
between strategic and operational concerns, these small organisations, often lacking 
a long-term plan and dependent on the passion and commitment of a few key 
people, might appear chaotic. Although Chairs regarded their resources as 
sometimes inadequate, they did not, however, consider that their overall way of 
operating was problematic. Issues considered by CBT’s consultants as ‘challenges’ 
were not necessarily viewed in that way by the organisations themselves. Indeed it 
could be argued that the informality and willingness to be flexible displayed by Chairs 
and other trustees helped contribute to the organisations’ survival. 
 
The interviews highlight the passion that the Chairs and other trustees have for the 
organisations with which they are associated, and the extent to which they have been 
prepared to commit vast amounts of time and energy, often over several years, to 
fulfil their organisations’ missions and meet the needs of members.  Chairs did not, 
however, appear to resent the amount of time spent on trying to sustain their 
organisations, whether in terms of helping organise activities or securing funding. For 
them it was very much part of their identity, something that might be considered as 
‘serious leisure’ (Stebbins, 2001).  
 
The distinctiveness of these organisations, and the significant part that they play in 
the lives of their trustees and members, suggests that they need support that is 
tailored to their particular circumstances rather than to VCOs in general. The 
comments both of CBT’s consultants and organisational Chairs highlight the 
importance of one to one support, often provided in short sessions over a period of 
several months. 
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14. Further research 
 
This ‘scoping’ study has just begun to explore the governance challenges facing 
small organisations. It has highlighted their potential vulnerability to loss of key 
people or funding sources. However the fact that these organisations have survived 
in a difficult external environment - often without a long-term strategic plan – and 
have continued to provide valuable services when others have been forced to close 
down indicates a degree of resilience. More research is needed to explore what 
factors enable them to do this and in particular the relationships between governance 
and organisational effectiveness.  
 
The nature of the organisations studied, with their focus on the provision of social 
activities to older people, lends itself well to the involvement of trustees in operational 
activities and to the blurring of boundaries we have described. This might be different 
in other types of organisation, for example those providing counselling or advice 
services, where there is a greater need for services to be provided by people – paid 
staff or volunteers – with specific training. In considering the type of interview sample 
for any future study it might therefore be useful to broaden the range of organisations 
to include, for example: organisations operating in different fields of work or with 
different user groups; organisations with a member of paid staff in a management 
role; organisations with different board sizes. The methodology might also be 
broadened out to include participant observation and / or longitudinal study. 
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