
Introduction
Volunteer Bureaux (VBx) are one of a
range of Local Development Agencies
(LDAs) that are a feature of the
voluntary and community sector in the
UK. LDAs are those voluntary
organisations that work in a specific
geographic area and whose prime
users are other voluntary
organisations. Their role is to support
and encourage voluntary activity in that
area in their chosen field. 

There are generally agreed to be three
types of LDAs (Burridge 1990),
namely:

• ‘generalist’ bodies, which provide a
range of services to a range of
voluntary organisations; examples
include Councils for Voluntary
Service (CVS) and Rural Community
Councils (RCCs)

• ‘specialist’ bodies, which provide a
range of services to a specific type
of voluntary organisation (such as
play associations)

• ‘functional’ bodies, which provide a
specific service to a range of
voluntary organisations (such as
Volunteer Bureaux).
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Because of their unique role in their
local communities, LDAs are in a
position not only to promote and
support voluntary and community action
within them, but also to act as conduits
for the diffusion and adoption of good
practice developments. Their activities
include supporting such local voluntary
and community action as: 

• volunteering 
• campaigning 
• community action and community

development 
• direct service provision by voluntary

organisations

This article is based upon recent
research into the role and impact of
LDAs in promoting voluntary and
community action in local communities
in England. This research explored the
work of CVS, RCCs and VBx. The
findings and implications of the
research as a whole are reported
elsewhere (Osborne 1999). This article
focuses upon the challenges that VBx
face in promoting volunteering in their
local communities.

It begins by examining the development
of LDAs in the UK in general and the
comparative lack of literature about the
work of VBx in particular. It then
outlines briefly the methodology of the
research study, before reviewing the
evidence on four specific issues:

• the impact of VBx in promoting
volunteering in local communities

• their structure and composition
• the relationship of VBx to CVS
• the changing funding patterns of

such bodies.

The paper concludes by considering
the implications of this research for the
promotion of volunteering in local
communities and the issues that such
promotion raises for the management
of VBx.

Background to LDAs and VBx in the
UK

LDAs in the UK 
The first LDAs in the UK were
generalist ones. They grew out of the
needs of voluntary organisations in the
late nineteenth century, when it became
recognised that the lack of co-
ordination of voluntary activity was
leading to the unnecessary duplication
of effort and a waste of resources, as
well as leaving some areas of need
untouched (Owen, 1965; Prochaska,
1989). LDAs emerged subsequently as
a growing feature of the voluntary
sector – if with a low profile – during the
early twentieth century. Their potential
significance, as co-ordinators of the
local voluntary sector and as a key link
to the statutory sector, was only fully
recognised in 1978, with the publication
of the report of the Wolfenden
Committee (1978). This report
highlighted the potential contribution
that LDAs could make to their local
communities. Support for their potential
was by no means unanimous, however;
Mullin (1980), for example, accused
them of being bureaucracies in the
making, serving their own needs rather
than those of the voluntary sector. 

Such criticism gathered force with the
publication of the first major study of
LDAs (Leat et al, 1981). Concentrating
upon generalist LDAs, this was highly
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critical of their performance. It found
them to be loosely constructed and
internally fragmented, often consisting
of a loose coalition of non-
representative voluntary organisations,
each pursuing its own ends. There
appeared to be a lack of cohesion in,
or management of, their activities, and
little promotion of the functions
identified by the Wolfenden Committee.
Concern was also expressed about
their independence from the local
statutory agencies in their areas.
These were frequently major funders of
LDAs, and it was argued that this link
limited the LDAs’ ability to act
independently of them.

Since that study, however, interest in
studies of the work of LDAs in the UK
has grown – though invariably as a
small part of other substantive work –
and has concentrated upon the
generalist LDAs rather than the
specialist or functional ones, such as
VBx. Knight (1993) has been the most
damning of these new studies and has
reiterated many of the criticisms of
Leat et al. Other studies, though, have
offered support for the work of LDAs,
ranging from the qualified to the
outright (Jackson, 1983; Connor, 1987;
Connor and Wilkinson, 1988;
Sommerlad and Hills, 1990; West,
1991; Osborne and Tricker, 1994;
Hyatt and England, 1995; Bemrose
and MacKeith, 1996; Lansley, 1996;
Osborne, 1996b; Unwin and Westland,
1996; Blackmore et al, 1997). 

These studies have suggested that
LDAs may have responded to the
challenges outlined in the earlier study
by Leat et al by improving their

services and management, and that
they have the potential to become
catalysts for innovation and
development within their local
communities. Even these supportive
studies, however, have identified
issues of concern about the work of
LDAs: for example, the impact upon
them of contracting, their relationship
with existing and emergent local
voluntary and community networks,
and their ability to support specific
parts of the voluntary and community
sector, such as self-help or ethnic
minority groups. 

Finally, two significant reports over the
last decade have argued that the role
of LDAs is one of special significance
for the future of the voluntary sector in
the UK. The Home Office Efficiency
Scrutiny of the Voluntary Sector (1990)
concluded that voluntary organisations
‘need the help which [LDAs] can offer’
– though it also reiterated the point that
more efficient targeting of their
resources would enhance such
agencies’ effectiveness. The report of
the Commission on the Future of the
Voluntary Sector (1996) endorsed the
role that LDAs can have in their local
communities. In doing so, though, it
noted that ‘considerable uncertainty’
existed about the nature of the support
needs of local groups and about the
ways in which LDAs should respond to
them. 

VBx in the UK 
It is clear from the above that LDAs in
general can have the potential to play
a crucial role in supporting local
voluntary and community action into
the twenty-first century. This is as true



for VBx as it is for other LDAs.
Moreover, Bureaux are a diverse set of
organisations in their own right. Some
have long-established histories in their
local communities, often predating the
formation of a generalist CVS – and,
indeed, sometimes being proactive in
establishing such a body. Others are
more recent phenomena, sometimes
themselves established by the CVS as
a response to an expressed need for
the support of volunteering in the local
community – though the expression of
this need can come both from the local
community itself and from statutory
organisations anxious to create
volunteer resources to support such
initiatives as the community care
programme. In both cases VBx are
usually founded initially as part of the
CVS. Dependent upon local
circumstances, this might continue, or
else the VBx might move on to
independent existence. 

Finally, there is also a layer of
comparatively new VBx, established as
a result of central government
programmes such as the Make a
Difference initiative. This diversity of
experience was reflected in this
research and each organisational
genesis had its own implications for the
work of a VB. However, these bodies
have suffered in particular from a lack
of research about their work and
effectiveness.1 Important research has
been both sponsored and carried out
by the Institute for Volunteering
Research (such as Davis Smith, 1998a
and 1998b; Foster and Mirza, 1998).
However, such research has been the
exception rather than the rule. This is
perhaps surprising, given the

importance that governments in the UK
have attached to volunteering over the
last decade, both as a means to
promote social inclusion and as a
vehicle for achieving other policy
objectives, such as its role in the
current Welfare to Work programme.
Given this importance, now is a
particularly appropriate time to be
exploring the work of VBx.

Methodology
This article is based on research that
focused upon three types of LDAs.
These were the ‘generalist’ Councils for
Voluntary Service (CVS)2 in urban
areas and Rural Community Councils
(RCCs) in rural areas, and the
‘functional’ Volunteer Bureaux (VBx).
The research was carried out over an
eighteen-month period in 1997-1998
and was based upon in-depth, cross-
sectional case studies of LDAs in four
different localities in England. These
localities were chosen to explore the
work of LDAs in quite different
circumstances. They were:

• ‘Luperton’:3 An inner-city
metropolitan borough with high
levels of urban deprivation and a
diverse community. The CVS was a
highly successful one, well
respected in the community. A
separate VB existed.

• ‘Redswall’: A suburban new town.
The CVS was struggling, and had
struggled for some years, to find a
role for itself. A relatively new VB
existed as part of the CVS.

• ‘Northshire’: A large rural county in
the north with high levels of both
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urban and rural deprivation. It had a
sophisticated network of a large,
successful RCC and five CVS of
varying size and structure, two of
which contained VBx. Two
independent VBx also existed, one of
which acted as a generalist LDA for
its locality.

• ‘Barnton’: A mixed urban and rural
district in a large rural county in the
south of England (‘Southshire’). It
included a large market town, where
many local services were based, and
a hinterland of smaller market towns
and isolated rural communities. The
CVS was based in the large town and
had needed to be resuscitated from a
near-death experience. It was now
rather perilously dependent upon a
rescue package put together through
a joint finance initiative between the
Social Services Department (SSD)
and the Health Authority. Part of this
package was the requirement to
establish an integral VB within the
CVS. An independent VB also
existed in another town in the district.
The VB in an adjoining district also
acted as a generalist LDA across its
locality, and had played a role in
Barnton when the survival of the CVS
was in doubt. The RCC was based
some distance from Barnton, in the
south of the county, but had an
established reputation for successful
community development work across
the county.

Each cross-sectional case study
focused in detail upon the work of LDAs
in that locality. Each was based on
extensive interviews with:

• local voluntary and community groups
(all told, views were sought from 173
groups and organisations across the
four localities);

• the staff, managers and committee
members of the CVS, VBx and RCCs
in each locality (eight CVS, nine VBx
and two RCCs in total);

• managers and staff from key local
government departments (county,
district and borough councils), such
as Social Services, Housing,
Community Education, Local
Economic Development, Leisure and
the Chief Executive’s Office;

• local councillors and community
representatives;

• other key governmental and quasi-
governmental agencies (such as the
Health Authorities, TECs, Racial
Equality Councils and the Rural
Development Commission).

Copies of key local documents – such
as council policies or service level
agreements, LDA documents and local
newsletters produced by LDAs – were
also collated for evaluation. 

The four cross-sectional case studies
were carried out iteratively: in other
words, issues and themes emerging in
one study could be tested out in the
next one and an overall picture
developed on a cumulative basis.

These views were contextualised further
by key informants at the national level.
The most significant of these were:
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• Voluntary and Community Unit of the
Home Office

• National Council for Voluntary
Organisations and National
Association of Councils for Voluntary
Service

• Local Government Association
• Regional Government Offices
• National Lottery Charities Board

The findings of this research were sub-
sequently brought together in a draft
report for dissemination to a further
range of informants with an invitation to
respond:

• a selection of LDAs across the UK
• Wales and Northern Ireland Councils

for Voluntary Action
• Action with Communities in Rural

England and National Association of
Volunteer Bureaux

• Local Government Association
• Home Office

Finally, it is important to recognise the
geographical specificity of this
research. It was carried out wholly in
England. Because of the geographical,
political/ legislative and regional
differences of the other three nations of
the UK, caution is necessary in
applying the findings across the UK –
although other work has highlighted the
potential importance of LDAs in all the
regions of the UK (for example,
Commission on the Future of the
Voluntary Sector in Scotland, 1997).
Having said that, consultative copies of
this report were disseminated to the
key national intermediary bodies in
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
and a small-scale exploratory study
was undertaken in Scotland. These

activities have suggested that, provided
the specific nature of each region is
taken into account, this report can offer
important lessons for VBx across the
UK.

Findings
The organisational diversity of VBx
referred to above was reflected in this
study, as Table 1 (see page 74)
illustrates. The dimensions of this
diversity included their history,
structure and composition, and this is
discussed further below. 

Four key issues were uncovered
concerning the work of VBx and their
roles in their local communities. These
were:

• their role in promoting and
supporting volunteering

• their structure and composition
• the growing complexity of their

funding patterns
• their relationship with their local CVS

Promoting and supporting volunteering
The core work of VBx, which is
promoting and supporting volunteering,
presented these bodies with many
challenges. Most fundamentally, there
was a range of conflicting expectations
of their work among their various
constituencies. Although a general
commitment to volunteering existed at
a number of levels, the reasons for this
often differed:

• Central government latterly valued
volunteering not only for its
contribution to combating social
exclusion but also for its contribution
to other policy objectives (such as
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community care or employment).

• Local government valued it for
reasons of cost efficiency.

• Local groups were desperate for
‘bodies’ to help them in their work.

• Members of the local community
were seeking volunteering
opportunities.

Managing these conflicting
commitments and expectations was a
significant issue for the VBx in this
study. 

Beyond this fundamental problem, the
study uncovered five key challenges for
VBx in promoting and supporting
volunteering in local communities. 

Firstly, as discussed further below, the
VBx in this study were invariably
underfunded and understaffed. This
presented them with a major difficulty in
attempting to make an impact on their
local communities. The typical model
was one VB co-ordinator (full or part
time) and a part-time secretary (see
Table 1, page 74). Even this staffing
level could be precarious and depend
upon a series of short-term funding
packages, each with its own
requirements. This limited in the
extreme what could be achieved by a
VB. As the co-ordinator of Northshire 2
VB noted, what becomes prioritised for
a VB is not necessarily its core work but
rather what brings in resources to allow
it to survive: 

The Volunteer Bureaux? It’s me! Oh,
and two volunteers to help with the

admin. We should cover the whole of
our district, but that’s impossible. The
reality is that we cover this town only . .
. There’s a lot to do and not enough
resources to do it. So I have to
prioritise. What gets prioritised?
Anything that brings in money or affects
our external reputation – it’s the only
way that we can survive (co-ordinator of
Northshire 2 VB).

Secondly, confusion also existed about
whether VBx should simply recruit
volunteers (and if so, how they related
to the needs of the local voluntary and
community sector) or whether they
should promote both the idea of
volunteering in the local community and
‘best practice’ in volunteer management
inside local groups. However, even
when a VB settled upon the former role
as its mission – either by accident or
design – this brought its own particular
challenges, such as deciding whom they
are serving in such recruitment
programmes:

I have to keep asking myself, who is our
client? If it’s the voluntary organisations
that we serve, then that cuts down a lot
who we can recruit. They want ‘safe’
volunteers who always turn up and be
reliable – that is, the traditional middle-
class female volunteer. If it’s the
volunteers themselves, though, the
agenda is different. They want personal
development and that can mean making
mistakes and doing more than just
making the office coffee – so that rules
out a lot of local organisations. Which
way should I turn? (co-ordinator of
Luperton VB).

Fourthly, again as raised above, there
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Location Status Volunteering-related Support staff
staff

Luperton originally part one part-time one part-time
of the CVS but volunteer co-ordinator secretary
now independent, 
though still sharing
the same building

Redswall recently created one part-time one part-time
as part of the CVS volunteer co-ordinator secretary
but with
aspirations to
independence

Northshire 1 long-established one part-time one part-time
VB which also volunteer co-ordinator secretary
acted as the LDA
for its locality

Northshire 2 long-established one part-time two part-time
VB which shared volunteer co-ordinator volunteers
the same offices
as the CVS

Northshire 3 the VB was an one part-time shared with the CVS
integral part of volunteer coordinator
the CVS

Northshire 4 the VB was an one part-time shared with the CVS
integral part of volunteer coordinator
the CVS

Barnton 1 recently created one part-time shared with the CVS
as an integral part volunteer coordinator
of the CVS

Barnton 2 long-established one full-time one part-time
independent VB volunteer coordinator secretary
in a nearby town
to Barnton (but
part of the same
district)

Barnton 31 long-established one full-time one full-time 
independent VB volunteer coordinator secretary
in a nearby town plus two part-time
to Barnton; acted project staff
as the LDA for its
locality

Table 1: The structure of VBx in this research

1Strictly speaking this VB was not in Barnton. However it had had, and continued to have, an
important influence on the district and so was included in this study.
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Although the latter role – the
promotional – has the potential to
make a greater impact upon
volunteering as a whole across the
local community, it is doubly
challenging. Examples of such
promotional work included
‘volunteering weeks’, volunteer awards
and certificates, ‘kite marking’ good
volunteer management practice in host
organisations, talks to local schools,
the development of model volunteer
management policies and volunteering
pages in local papers. Even where
resources allow a VB to take on such
work, however, it was fraught with
further difficulties, including how to
promote good practice and deal with
poor performance when a VB could
only persuade and influence a host
organisation, not mandate its practice,
and how to evaluate the effectiveness
of such promotional work, especially
for the funders of a VB.

In this study, although most of the VBx
had aspirations toward the latter goal,
the previously-discussed resource
constraints could often limit them to
undertaking the former goal only –
particularly where the major funder of
the VB was solely interested in
recruitment. Many government-
sponsored schemes and programmes
are notorious for their concern with
‘throughput’ figures alone, which
presents a real challenge to innovative
VBx, though not necessarily an
insurmountable one (Osborne 1996b). 

In this context, the findings of two other
recent pieces of research are

important. They have suggested that
VBx are least effective when acting as
volunteer recruitment agencies alone.
In 1997, for example, only 2 per cent of
volunteers said that they had been
introduced to this role through a VBx
(Davis Smith, 1998b). Bureaux have
had most impact when promoting the
idea of volunteering in local
communities and when providing
infrastructure to encourage good
practice in, and the management of,
volunteering (Davis Smith 1998a). The
present study confirms these findings,
but also highlights what a challenge
promotional and infrastructure work is
for the modest resources of most VBx. 

Thirdly, where VBx existed within other
LDAs, usually CVS, confusion existed
over their purpose. Local voluntary
groups often believed (without any real
evidence, but that did not diminish the
impact of the allegation) that CVS used
‘their’ VB to ‘capture’ the best
volunteers for themselves. This was
certainly the case in Barnton, following
the creation of a VB by the CVS as
part of its funding package:

We’ve been recruiting volunteers for
our work for years, but now we are told
that we need a Volunteer Bureau to do
it for us. And what happens? As far as
I can see the CVS has its own projects
which need volunteers – so the best
get ‘cherry picked’ for these. I don’t
know if it is intentional, but it’s not what
I call supporting the local voluntary
sector (manager of a voluntary
organisation in Barnton).
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are dangers in VBx being involved in
government programmes that funded
volunteering as an instrument for other
policy objectives. This could undermine
their commitment to their core purpose,
resulting in ‘mission drift’ (a concern
raised by many LDAs was about
involvement in the Welfare to Work
employment scheme, discussed further
below), and make them over-dependent
on funding from such programmes. 

The latter was a bitter lesson learnt by
many VBx after their dealings with the
Manpower Services Commission in the
1980s, though unfortunately this has not
prevented similar dangers from arising
once again. In this study, Luperton VB
became highly dependent upon funding
from the local TEC for survival. Although
this allowed them to appoint a number of
staff to promotional posts, the reality
was that their time was being taken up
in meeting the performance criteria of
the TEC (the VB was required to
achieve ISO-level quality standards).
The co-ordinator complained that all she
ended up doing was completing endless
quality assurance and control
documents rather than recruiting
volunteers, let alone supporting the
principle of volunteering locally.
Moreover, even in relation to volunteer
recruitment, the TEC had an impact.
This is how the co-ordinator of Luperton
VB summarised the impact of such
funding:

Yes, we received over two-thirds of our
funding from the TEC. It was a disaster!
On paper it looked an excellent
opportunity to link volunteering to
developing transferable employment

skills. But it was so bureaucratic. They
insisted on our achieving British Quality
Standards for all our procedures. These
just aren’t designed for small organisations.
In the end, just keeping up with the
quality standard requirements was
taking ninety per cent of my time – I was
here till nine at night just filling in forms.
I had little time for volunteer recruitment,
and even when I did, there were
problems. The TEC wanted preselection
of volunteers for any opportunities to
ensure the optimum chance of a
successful placement – this affected
their own performance assessment – but
this is against all the principles of
volunteering. In the end we withdrew
from the contract. Our survival was iffy
for a while, but anything was better than
that! (co-ordinator of Luperton VB).

Ultimately, this VB took the courageous
decision to terminate its TEC funding
agreement. This meant that it had to
lose staff, and almost led to its
extinction. However, it survived, and its
co-ordinator was vehement that it could
achieve more now, with fewer resources,
than it had under the previous regime.

The development of the ‘voluntary sector
compact’ (Stowe, 1998; Craig et al,
1999) may be one way to prevent such
negative impacts of government funding
on VBx and other voluntary
organisations. However, such compacts
are only now beginning to have an
impact at the local level, and their
effectiveness has yet to be judged
(Osborne and Ross, 1998).
Even the dedicated volunteering
schemes are problematic. The Make a
Difference programme was one recent
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attempt to develop both volunteering and
infrastructure for volunteering at a local
level. Davis Smith (1998a), evaluating
this programme, has called it a flawed, if
‘valiant attempt to move beyond the
rhetoric of volunteering’, which failed
because of ‘insufficient resources; lack of
strategic thinking; and an inability to
translate high strategy into workable
solutions on the ground.’ The lessons of
this programme must be learnt for future
work of this kind.

Fifthly and finally, one has to
acknowledge the sheer complexity of the
task of promoting volunteering and
recruiting volunteers. This complexity
includes strategic issues, such as
relating to diverse local communities and
their needs (Foster and Mirza, 1998),
and operational issues, such as how
best to communicate with both local
voluntary groups and the local
community and how best to collate and
use information about volunteering in
your community. This complexity is what
makes the work of the VBx co-ordinators
such a challenging, and frustrating, task.

It is important to acknowledge here the
contribution that information technology
(IT) can make to the work of VBx.
Previous work by the present author
(Osborne, 1996) has suggested that IT
can not only make an operational
contribution to their work but can also
have an impact upon their strategic
direction. On the one hand, IT can be
used to make information about
volunteering available to the public at a
range of access points besides VBx
themselves (such as libraries, parish

offices and local authority offices). On
the other hand, it can also challenge the
image of the strategic mission of a VB
held by its staff. If individuals can
effectively conduct their own searches
for volunteering opportunities using IT,
perhaps with the aid of a trained
volunteer, then what role remains for the
VBx itself? This can require the VB to
confront directly the challenge discussed
above, about striking the balance
between the simple recruitment of
volunteers and the promotion of
volunteering and of good practice in
volunteer support. 

This is not to suggest that IT is a simple
solution to the complex challenges of the
work of VBx. But it is a potentially effect-
ive tool that can allow a Bureau to
concentrate its scarce staff time on other
tasks. 

The structure and composition of VBx
As shown above, the VBx in this study
varied in their status, though with one
exception they were all relatively small
bodies (Table 1). Indeed, it was apparent
that there was no one ‘typical’ structure.
In this study, the following structures
were identified for VBx:

• as an independent body working
alongside a CVS, but with its own
offices

• as an independent body working
alongside a CVS, but sharing offices
with it

• as an independent body acting as a
generic LDA in its area because of the
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lack of a CVS

• as an integral part of the CVS. 

These structures arose as a result of the
confluence of a number of factors in each
locality. The most common ones identified
in this study were:

• whether the VB had been established
independently or as part of the CVS, and
why

• its current relationship to its local CVS

• its funding pattern, and especially its
relationship to either the local authority
or to national government-inspired
funding schemes.

Both of these latter points were so sig-
nificant in their own right for VBx that they
are explored in more detail below.

VB/CVS relationships
The relationship between VBx and their
local CVS, if there is one, is a major
determinant of the effectiveness of a
Bureau. CVS and VBx tended to have
symbiotic ‘can’t live with you, can’t live
without you’ relationships. Further,
confusion often existed in local
communities about volunteer bureaux and
councils for voluntary service – no matter
how much effort was made to explain the
different roles.

In these case studies, a number of different
relationships were found. VBx were found
that were:

• autonomous of the CVS, though often

sharing the same buildings (Luperton
and Northshire 1)

• autonomous of the CVS and occupying
their own offices (Barnton 2)

• a core component of the CVS (Barnton 1
and Redswall)

• the only LDA in their locality and as a
consequence acting as a de facto CVS
(Northshire 1 and Barnton 3).

In the first case above, the VBx had often
been previously part of the CVS but had
now become an independent project. This
could be an especially fraught scenario for
all concerned, as the history of their
separation was invariably bloody and cast a
shadow over their current work – even after
some time had passed. The co-ordinator of
Luperton VB described it thus:

It was a long, hard fight. There was lots of
aggro from the CVS. First they didn’t want
us to go – then they ditched us when the
funding became difficult. My management
committee still talk about it now – ‘the night
of the long knives’ they call it! And there
are still arguments over who got which
typewriter, and why!

Great effort is needed to overcome such an
organisational heritage. This effort is
greatly enhanced where a productive
personal relationship is established
between the co-ordinators of the CVS and
the VB. This relationship was well
described by the co-ordinator of Northshire
2 VB:

Well, our committees don’t get on, that’s for

 Volunteer Bureaux 78



sure! They still rake over things from the
past and get very uptight. [Rex] and I
have to work around this. We don’t
conflict. We talk. We are getting together
now to talk about our roles and clarify
them.

The independent VBx in this study,
although freed from such inter-
organisational wrangles, faced
tremendous resource constraints.
Barnton 3 VB was comparatively well
resourced, but this was the exception.
For many, the reality was much harsher.
Both Northshire 2 and Luperton VBx had
always been independent, but both
existed on a shoestring: a part-time co-
ordinator backed up by a small amount
of administrative support – this itself
provided by volunteers, in the case of
Northshire 2 VB. The co-ordinators of
both these VBx also complained bitterly
about the difficulty of effective fund-
raising for the work of a VB. For donors,
this does not have the attraction of some
of the more glamorous types of
voluntary work, and thus fund-raising
was a constant struggle. Such resource
challenges place enormous constraints
upon the ability of VBx to achieve their
strategic goals.

In many respects, these constraints
made the option of being integral to an
existing CVS the most attractive one for
VBx. One door existed for all support
work, and there were opportunities for
resource sharing and economies of
scale. Despite these obvious strengths,
however, the relationship had its own
challenges. The co-ordinator of Redswall

VB expressed frustration at the way the
rest of the CVS, with its generic remit,
was less focused than the VB, and
indeed how its perceived poor practice
was reflecting upon the VB:

I can only see conflict with the CVS in
future if we remain inside the CVS. It
has poor practice and this reflects badly
on our practice. We want independence
in the future. I feel we are dragged down
by the CVS – but we won’t be in the
future. 

Finally, where a VBx acted as the sole
LDA in its region, this offered an
opportunity to make a significant impact
on the local voluntary sector. This was
certainly the view of the co-ordinator of
Barnton 3 VB. However, there is also the
risk of Bureaux being deflected from
their core mission of volunteer
recruitment and promotion to other
priorities. 

Whichever path is chosen, therefore, it is
clear that no single solution is ideal.
CVS and VBx need to think through their
relationship rather than let it evolve in an
unstructured way. The overall
impression from this research is that the
model of VBx as integral components of
CVS perhaps has most to offer, provided
its particular difficulties can be managed.
However, no one relationship is perfect,
and any model will need continued
management if it is to support, rather
than deflect from, the core mission of a
VB.

The growing complexity of VBx funding
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patterns 

In the past, VBx have been able to rely
upon grants from a relatively small
number of sources, with minimal
accountability required. Typically, this
involved a block grant from the local
authority supplemented by small sums
from elsewhere. However, as it has for
other voluntary and community groups,
this situation has changed markedly for
VBx over the last decade (Rochester,
1996; Alcock et al, 1999). They now
need to manage diverse funding
packages from a number of sources,
including:

• local and central government
departments, either as part of
dedicated volunteering programmes
(Make a Difference) or as part of
other initiatives, such as employment
(Welfare to Work)

• European Community
• national and local foundations
• National Lottery Charities Board
• Health Authorities
• quangos (such as TECs)
• the local community itself, through

voluntary giving.

Furthermore, the nature of funding
packages themselves has changed. The
traditional block grant is now a rarity.
Funding invariably requires the
management of a range of contractual
agreements by VBx. Needless to say,
each of these has its own different and
time-consuming reporting and
accountability requirements. In
Northshire, for example, all the generic
LDAs – including Northshire 1 VB which
acted as a generic LDA – were subject

to a Service Level Agreement (SLA)
with the local authority. Although this did
not prescribe in detail what services
they should provide to their local
communities, it did include a range of
performance indicators that each LDA
had to satisfy. These could be quite
specific, such as providing evidence of: 

• representation of the views of the
voluntary sector at a minimum of fifty
joint planning and other forums

• the dissemination of information to at
least one hundred local groups and
the involvement in two-way
communication with at least fifty
groups

• four member liaison meetings being
held each year.

Alongside these, however, there could
be more nebulous and potentially
difficult-to-demonstrate indicators, such
as providing evidence of: 

• ‘new needs and initiatives being
developed’

• ‘innovation, accountability and good
practice’

• maximising ‘voluntary sector funding
opportunities in the County’.

An important point for the Northshire 1
VB was that these were all quite generic
performance criteria – and indeed,
many were often more appropriate to
the CVS than the VBx. This presented
the Bureau with a real challenge in
demonstrating its effectiveness. The
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point here is the extent to which local
authorities and other funders are
sensitive to the different roles and
needs of LDAs in general and VBx in
particular. 
The extent to which the Northshire
Council adopted a ‘soft’ or ‘hard’
interpretation of such indicators was left
entirely in the hands of the council
officers. By contrast, Luperton VB had
until recently received most of its
funding through the local TEC. This had
had a far more mechanistic approach to
performance evaluation (the results
have been discussed above).

Three key issues emerged for VBx in
managing their funding. First, there is a
balance to be struck between the
independence that a diverse funding
portfolio can offer you and the costs of
managing the accountability
requirements of each funder.
Independence may be desirable, but it
has its costs.

Second, VBx need to be aware of the
implications of accepting funding from a
certain source and/or for a specific
project. Funding is not neutral. On the
one hand, accepting funding from a
specific source (whether it is a Health
Authority or a local foundation with a
particular religious persuasion) will link
the VBx into the priorities and value
base of that source, as with Luperton
VB and the local TEC above. On the
other hand, any funding has its own
opportunity costs. Accepting funds to do
one project can preclude a VB from
doing something else, because of the
time and resource costs involved in
undertaking any piece of work. For

Barnton 1 VB, for example, the
aspiration of its co-ordinator was to
develop good practice around volunteer
management in local groups. However,
its SLA with the local authority was
concerned primarily with the numbers of
volunteers recruited, so this had to take
priority.
Third, involvement in government
funding schemes presented special
challenges for VBx, particularly where
volunteering was being seen as the
means to achieve other policy ends.
The most pressing examples in this
study were the Single Regeneration
Budget (SRB) and the Welfare to Work
scheme. The latter scheme is
particularly interesting: although
concerned with employment rather than
volunteering per se, it has led to
government encouraging VBx to
develop ‘voluntary work’ placements.
This role brought mixed responses from
VBx:

We decided against involvement in
Welfare to Work. It misunderstands the
nature of volunteering. It wants
‘voluntary sector job placements’ – but
this is not the same as volunteering. It
sounds like coercive volunteering to me
and I’m against this – and who would
want to do it anyway? The real jobs are
elsewhere. I’m principled on this. We
are under a lot of pressure to be
involved but I am saying no! I want us
to develop real opportunities for
volunteering, not just help to massage
the unemployment figures (co-ordinator
of Barnton CVS talking about Barnton 1
VB).

We’re in the Welfare to Work
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consortium. The other partners wanted us
– primarily because we give them
legitimacy. So we are going to be actively
involved and shape what it has to offer,
rather than be shaped by it. Some VBx
don’t see it as real volunteering, but that
is too precious. It’s a question of how we
can use it which is important. And being
involved gives us leverage elsewhere (co-
ordinator of Barnton 3 VB).

The attitude of VBx towards such
government-sponsored programmes is a
key strategic decision for them.

Even where the government programme
is dedicated to the development of
volunteering in its own right, the impact
upon VBx can be variable. This was
explored above, in relation to the Make a
Difference programme.

Finally, VBx and their staff must consider
funding as a strategic issue. Where a VB
has developed to a size where it has more
staff than just a sole administrator or co-
ordinator, it is important to look at how to
allocate respective roles. Obtaining funding
for a project and managing the project can
require different skills. This was graphically
suggested by the co-ordinator of Barnton 3
VB, who took a highly strategic view of her
role in relation to funding:

How does funding affect our work? That’s
easy. I enjoy writing bids and I am good at
it. It’s after that that the hard work comes.
You need people who can deliver. So I
write the funding bids – and usually get
the money – and [the project staff] do the
work. 

Lessons for the management of VBx in
the future
A common theme in this article has been
that of ‘challenge’. The work of VBx has
indeed been found to be ‘challenging’,
with myriad different complexities to be
negotiated. No one clear model has
emerged for the ideal VB. Rather, there
are a number of key themes that need to
be considered by VB co-ordinators, in
order to achieve most impact in their
locality:

• What is/should be the relationship
between the VB and the CVS, and how
is this to be managed?

• What is/should be the funding portfolio
of the VB, and what are its implications
for the work of the VB?

• What attitude is the VB to take to
central government programmes that
aim to promote volunteering in its own
right, or to use it for other policy ends, and
what will be the impact of such
programmes on the VB as a whole?

• What should be the balance between
volunteer recruitment and volunteering
promotion in the locality and between
the needs and expectations of the
funders of a VB, its constituency of
organisations seeking volunteers and
the prospective volunteers themselves?

• What is the most effective way for a VB
to communicate with its diverse
constituencies?

• How should the VB relate to the
diverse cultural and ethnic communities
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within its locality and ensure that it is
responding flexibly to their needs
(Foster and Mirza 1998)?

• How should the VB respond to the
challenges of local geography to
provide the best coverage over its
locality, be it urban or rural?

• Specifically, does new technology offer
a VB additional options, in terms of
responding to the totality of its locality,
and what might the impact of this be
on the overall role of the VB (Osborne
1996b)?

Inevitably, perhaps, this study cannot
answer all such questions. However, it
does raise the necessity of further
research to explore more fully both the
role of VBx in their communities in
general and these questions in particular.
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Notes
1 Confirmed both by searches of electronic
databases and by personal communication
with Justin Davis Smith of the Institute for
Volunteering Research.

2 The CVS in this study used a number of
variations on this title, such as ‘Council for
Voluntary Action’ and Voluntary Sector
Council’. For simplicity, the generic term
‘CVS’ will be used throughout this report.

3 Inevitably this research involved the
collection of sensitive and confidential
material. In order to preserve the
confidentiality of all informants, fictitious
names are used throughout this study.
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