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About the Research 
 
This research was delivered in house with the support of an external researcher – Lesley 
Greenaway. It took an action research approach which has involved individuals from VAF 
funded projects being trained in a ‘community researcher’ role to carry out a schedule of 1:1 
interviews with current and past funded VAF projects. The data collected by the community 
researchers through the interviews were complemented by a quantitative survey distributed 
more widely to VAF funded and ex-funded projects.  
 
Community researchers have been recruited from VAF funded projects and have played an 
integral role in the design and delivery of the research. As well as bringing their insight to the 
process through their involvement, they have also helped encourage the involvement of their 
peers within funded projects. In addition, VAF has provided a learning opportunity to 
individuals within its funded projects. 
 
It is a significant feature of the research that VAF has chosen to adopt this particular 
approach, because it reflects the type of shared dialogue and empowerment role that is 
characteristic of the VAF approach to investment funding. 
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About VAF 
 
The Voluntary Action Fund (formerly known as UVAF) is an independent grant making 
trust. Through our grant making we tackle disadvantage and encourage voluntary activity 
through reducing the barriers people face in getting involved in their communities. Grants 
are provided to support services and activities which aim to build the skills and confidence 
of volunteers and the people they work with. Although VAF follows a demand-driven 
approach to grant allocation, resources are targeted to organisations whose projects 
respond to local needs.  
 
In March 2007, the landmark Unemployed Voluntary Action Fund Programme which ran for 
25 years ended, as did the Ethnic Minority Grants Fund which ran for over 8 years. Both 
programmes of funding were instrumental in delivering social change within communities 
across Scotland through voluntary activity, reducing barriers to participation in society, 
tackling issues of exclusion and disadvantage and providing life changing opportunities for 
individuals.  
 
VAF are one of the few funders which provide a dedicated support package aligned to their 
funding – and therefore describe themselves as an ‘Investment Funder’. This intervention 
impacts on funded projects by supporting organisational development, supporting project 
success and encouraging the ongoing sustainability of the organisations. The intervention 
allows VAF to develop a role in building the learning within and between funded projects. 
This importantly enables VAF to feed back the impact the supported projects have on 
policy delivery with the Scottish Executive and other relevant agencies. 
 
In 2006 the Voluntary Action Fund conducted a programme of research to clarify and 
evidence the benefits of their unique investment approach to funding and supporting the 
voluntary sector in Scotland. The research was designed to learn directly from the VAF 
funded projects about the effectiveness of the VAF approach and its impact on the 
organisation’s ability to deliver long term community benefits.  
 
This report presents the results of the research into how the VAF approach has influenced 
the development of the project and the organisation and the longer term impact of this. A 
partner report “Maximising Success” looks specifically at the investment support provided 
and how organisations value this. Whilst the investment support is the main driver in 
delivering longer term impact, it is not specifically studied in this report.  
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

Developing sustainability during the funding period 
 
It became clear during the research that the VAF funding and the investment support 
aligned to this stimulated the development of a strong foundation not only within the funded 
project but within the wider organisation being funded. This is perhaps not surprising given 
that VAF funding was often provided to organisations who were looking to grow and 
develop and as such the VAF funding may be the only source of funding or one of a few 
sources. The organisations were often at a key stage of development and as such VAF 
were able to have an impact on the wider organisational development. However as 
described within the report “Maximising Success“ what is most important is that the 
organisation has an appetite for learning and growing and importantly for working with 
agencies such as VAF on their organisational growth journey. 
 
The funding and the investment support which VAF provides has a significant impact on 
developing the organisational capacity in funded organisations. The inter-relationship 
between organisational development and the impact of the VAF project to the wider 
organisation is summarised in the diagram below. 
 

 
 
The focus of impact on organisational development was on the outcomes of increased 
organisational capacity as a result of VAF funding, and how the funding has initiated or 
helped organisational growth. Significantly, the VAF funding of the project has had an 
influence within the organisation which is wider or bigger or longer term than the original 
funded project. 
 

“We started out as a voluntary project. Because of the funding, we were 
able to employ staff and provide proper training. We also moved to new 
premises. The project developed into a fully fledged organisation”. 
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The research found that organisations capacity across different areas of the organisation 
differed throughout three stages of project development- pre-grant, during grant and post 
grant.  
 
The diagram below clearly shows that the organisation during the funding cycle will 
increase its capacity to network, develop skills amongst staff and involve and retain 
volunteers. There is a clear message that investment support is driving forward an increase 
in capacity across different areas of the organisation.  
 

Changes in capacity within funded organisations pre, during and post funding 
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The feedback from respondents suggests that: 
 

• VAF funding has made a significant developmental impact on organisations 
during the funding period across a number of characteristics. 

• This positive change is maintained for many of the organisations in the post-
funding period. 

• In particular, organisations felt to be ‘thriving’ through the VAF funding period, 
with most organisations continuing to thrive post-funding. 

• This positive legacy is most noticeable in relation to the volunteer development 
characteristics: 

- Organisations have retained volunteers post funding 
- Organisations have sustained a variety of volunteer roles 
- Organisations have maintained a volunteer co-ordinator type function 

 
However, the capacity does reduce following the withdrawal of funding – although it 
doesn’t reduce to the levels recorded pre-funding.  
 
The challenge for VAF going forward is to find mechanisms to reduce this dip in capacity 
once funding and investment support expires and to sustain the impact of the investment 
support provided through the funding period.  
 

The difference has been huge, not only in financial terms but also in the capacity of 
the organisation 
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Defining sustainability 
 
So, investment support and dedicated funding can impact on the development of both the 
project and its parent organisation and in doing so develop capacity and promote 
sustainability. A key aspect of the research was then to analyse what sustainability was for 
organisations and if this could be defined. 
 
The Community Researchers and the projects interviewed were able to explore the concept 
of sustainability drawing on the experiences of their organisations and those they 
interviews. From this the research team were able to establish key indicators of 
sustainability: 
 

KEY INDICATORS OF SUSTAINABILITY 

 

NEED: A real and tangible demand for the services 
VISION & STRATEGY: Clear vision and objectives for future developments 
FUNDING: Resources from different funding sources 
NETWORKS: Organisations ability to develop partnership working 
PERSONNEL: Skilled and committed Boards, staff and volunteers 
 

FLEXIBILITY: Organisations ability to change and adapt 
TENACITY: Determination, drive and motivation for the future 
CONFIDENCE: A belief in the organisation and in its ability to succeed 

 
There are perhaps little surprises raised with the first grouping of indicators. They are 
obvious factors of organisational growth. An organisation cannot survive and grow if there 
is not a need or market demand for their services – they then need vision and strategy in 
taking this forward and aligned to this funding and staffing to enable it to happen.  
 
What is more intangible is the indicator around “confidence”. Confident organisations run 
by confident staff will have an increased chance of convincing their partners and funders in 
investing in the organisation and hence developing its influence. The idea of being 
confident and having confidence built was routinely mentioned in the interviews. The 
investment support provided by VAF had assisted in building the confidence of the staff in 
their project and organisation and aligned with a high quality of provision this enabled 
organisations to access further funding support.  

 

Confidence is strongly linked to tenacity, but 
separate. Tenacity is required to sustain the 
confidence and the drive to develop the 
organisation. In order to sustain the 
organisation, tenacity is clearly required in 
order to survive the challenges faced on a 
daily basis. 
 

“ we couldn’t give up, people needed 
us – at times this was hard, but the 
need kept us going when times were 
hard” 
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Maintaining sustainability post funding – sustainability challenges 
 
Like many funding agencies VAF was interested in learning from the respondents what 
happened after the VAF grant finished, and how this influenced the sustainability of the 
organisation.  
 

The main sustainability challenges were: 

1. sustaining the funding base 

2. sustaining key relationships 

3. sustaining volunteer development and involvement 

4. managing the external influences 
 
 

1. Sustainability of funding 
 
Maintaining sustainability post funding is irrevocably linked to sustaining the funding base 
of the organisation and its projects.  One third of projects interviewed had secured 
additional funding, and from multiple sources including: local and national government such 
as Communities Scotland Future Builders and European funding; charities and trusts such 
as Lloyds TSB, Big Lottery, Voluntary Action Fund; and other sources such as Lothian 
Borders Police. A further third were actively seeking further funding.  
 
Of concern to any funder is the segment of projects who were not successful in obtaining 
further funding. One quarter of the projects interviewed had not been successful in securing 
new or additional funding. This was reflected in stories of: no funding; lost volunteers and 
staff; reduced or no services. For some the funding that they had received had only 
provided a short term solution. This lack of funding can be attributable to the sustainability 
factors highlighted above. The organisations who were not able to attract further funding 
lacked confidence in their work and organisation and were also obviously not able to 
demonstrate need or vision to funding agencies. 
 
Interestingly, a number of organisations described how they were looking at ways to 
diversify their funding sources. For example: selling their awareness raising training to 
businesses and other voluntary groups. These organisations saw a key role for volunteers 
in contributing to this form of diversification. One organisation described their increasing 
self-sufficiency as now 30% reliance on grant from a previously 90% reliance. 
 
 
2. Sustaining key relationships 
 
Post funding the organisations reported that sustainability depended on sustaining and 
indeed developing key relationships with external agencies. Organisations recognised that 
their work was clearly affected and influenced by a wider social, legal, political, economic 
and media context. Change in relation to these areas required organisations to change and 
adapt their own practices and responses. This might mean that there are additional 
demands for their services, or it might mean a re-focusing of work for a particular client 
group. Being in touch and connected with these external influences was seen as a key 
ingredient in organisational sustainability.  
 
Sometimes this was in relation to funding the project i.e. One organisation described a set 
of much longer term funding relationships which links the development and expansion of 
new services to a sequence of funding partners from the Big Lottery to the Community 
Planning Partnership to a service level agreement with a local heath partnership. 
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However, increasingly sustaining key relationships was described in relation to developing 
the impact of the project and the organisation. For example one organisation described a 
change of emphasis for the project from service delivery to “awareness raising within the 
local authority and Scottish Executive about problems and issues …” 
 
 
3. Sustaining the volunteer base and impact on volunteers and service 
users 
 
Organisations saw volunteers playing an important role in the longer term continuity of the 
organisation. For some this meant contributing to the financial security of the organisation 
through for example the delivery of services, and for others it meant successful progression 
of volunteers beyond or out with the organisation.  

 
“The volunteers’ involvement is crucial … volunteers have been 
running workshops … the volunteers are inputting to the diversification 
of the project”. 

 
There was a pattern of high levels of retention of volunteers within projects both during the 
funding cycle and post funding which was highly reassuring to VAF as an agent promoting 
the involvement of volunteers in taking forward change. Although clearly there were issues 
of retention of both staff and volunteers where additional funding was not successful. 
 

“Although the project closed, the volunteers maintained contact … 
some went on to other projects … some developed their own projects”.  

 
 

4. The impact and influence of the wider external environment 
 
The interviews explored the impact of the external environment on organisations. The 
respondents identified a number of influential external factors which affected organisations 
and which generally resulted in: changes in practices, better attitudes and awareness of 
issues, and often in increased demands for services. These factors can have a positive 
influence on the organisation i.e. offer an opportunity but can also place threats to their 
future existence and sustainability. Again the attitude (confidence and tenacity) and 
approach (vision, strategy, staffing) can affect the influence of these factors. 
The main wider external influences can be summarised as follows: 
 

Changes in policy and legislation 
 
Even small organisations reported that they needed to keep abreast of policy 
developments and developments of legislation as these impact on their organisation. 
Policy developments on a local level within Local Authority, Community Planning and 
Community Health Partnerships often have an immediate impact on the organisation and 
its work. The impact of new legislation also impacted on organisations – legislation 
mentioned included the Mental Health Act, Race Discrimination, Smoking in Public 
Places, and Disability Discrimination Act. 
 

The changes in the race relations and equality legislation have impacted on 
us in two ways. Firstly the projects work has been put on the agenda and also 
there has been an increase in the amount of work the project is doing. 
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Social change 
 
Organisations reported that they needed to respond to changes within their communities 
which arose over the lifetime of the project. Often these social change factors couldn’t be 
predicted but had a positive impact e.g. growth in recycling and the green movement has 
made it more socially acceptable to buy second hand furniture which has lead to a higher 
demand for services for one organisation interviewed.  
 
 
Political influence and change 
 
The voluntary sector is by nature political with a small ‘p’. They are also highly aware of 
the wider political arena which influences their work and the need to engender political 
support for the work to enable funding and support for their work to be sustained. This 
was highlighted on both a local and national basis 
 

“We are concerned about the next local elections as a change of 
administration may alter how we can work with immigrant communities in this 
area” 

 
However the influence of political will can also have a positive impact for voluntary 
organisations: 
 

“The political acceptance of the need to engage with local people is having 
more of an impact. We have always been here engaging away and now we can 
see that this is valued and hopefully this will help to continue to give us political 
support.” 

 
Media influence  
 
Aligned to political influence but also separate is the influence the media can play on the 
attitudes of the public and politicians and hence lead to a demand for services or demand 
for withdrawal of services of voluntary organisations. 
Organisations reported that positive media action can have a positive impact on an 
organisation and its work: 
 

“the publicity surrounding the ‘see me’ campaign has made a big difference to 
the raised levels of mental health awareness” 

 
But with organisations working with quite fragile communities, negative media publicity 
can place undue stress on an organisation and influence the work they need to 
undertake: 
 

“Negative media stories about asylum seekers has impacted on us as there is an 
increasing need for positive local stories and awareness raising. We also need to 
provide more support for the people we are working with” 

 
Clearly a strong, confident, capable organisation with all of the sustainability indicators in 
place will be better equipped to manage these external influences. However, any one of 
these can significantly impact on any organisation and hamper sustainability or 
development as well as provide opportunities for growth. 
 



Developing new approaches to sustainability 
 
Finally, the research identified a number of points, for VAF or other funders, which they 
thought would help increase the long term sustainability of organisations and projects. VAF 
are now considering these factors as a means of further developing sustainable 
organisations – thus maximising on the investment made. 
 
1. Develop Sustainable Funding options    
 
The organisations defined sustainable funding as being longer term funding or the option 
for continuation funding to prevent the ‘reinvention of the wheel’ which is endemic in the 
voluntary sector in Scotland. Organisations were interested in the option of longer term 
funding options of between three and five years but with the recognition that a review at the 
three year stage would be useful.  
 

“A review of services at three years is very helpful in identifying strengths and 
weaknesses and informing future work”. 

 
In the sister report “……..” the research highlighted that providing ‘transitional’ funding 
aligned with transitional investment support may assist organisations in moving from VAF 
funding to other funding sources. This may involve a small ‘bridging’ piece of funding to 
enable work to be sustained whilst further funding is being sought, or may involve a further 
commitment of a number of years.  
Funders by their nature are interested in ‘projects’ not organisations and in doing so are 
keen to fund on a time limited basis. Whilst there are shifts in practice occurring in Scotland  
e.g. within the Big Lottery, it may be that funders move to making strategic funding 
decisions which involve transitional funding to maintain a programme of work which is of 
particular interest or importance. Or it could be that funding is classified as ‘strategic’ where 
the funding is involved in developing or sustaining a key organisation and its services 
where the sustainability of the organisation could be severely compromised by the 
withdrawal of funding by a significant source of funding.  
The provision of dedicated investment support aligned to the funding can mitigate against a 
dependency relationship (another key fear of funders) and promote wider organisational 
sustainability. Three years is a short period of time to develop sustainable foundations and 
funding, even with the resourcefulness and tenacity demonstrated within voluntary 
organisations. 
 
 
2. Mentoring and sharing practice 
 
Due to the competitive nature of funding programmes, organisations are often inherently 
suspicious or jealous of their sister organisations and may not seek to network or share 
practice. Organisations cannot exist within a vacuum and need to be well networked to 
ensure that their services remain viable and appropriate within the sector in which they are 
working.  
 

Previous to the centre having VAF funding our role and involvement with the local 
authority and other local groups was not as focused. The centre itself was not seen 
as a key organisation in the community. This has changed there are now more 
partnership links and awareness of the project has been raised. The local authority 
has recognised the centre’s importance and beginning to recognise the need for 
ethnic minority provision.  
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Mentoring or guiding of projects at the start and through the funding period was seen as 
invaluable, as are the opportunities for learning and sharing which VAF generated. Most 
organisations (and those which went on to be most sustainable) grasped the opportunities 
provided, and indeed maximised on the opportunities provided.  
 
But, organisations were emphatic about accessing post funding mentoring and support. 
Part of their transition suggested was to maintain the opportunity to access this mentoring, 
networking and support in the post funding period. 
 
 
3. Funders as Brokers 
 
Organisations were keen to see funders working to assist the transition post funding 
through brokering connections or introductions between funders, in particular statutory 
funders such as local authorities or community health partnerships. Some funders have 
started to develop this role and it is one being considered by VAF.   
However, funders should not be removing the responsibility for development from the 
organisation. Their role should be around facilitation and this was understood by the 
organisations interviewed. 

 
 

4. Stimulate discussion around sustainability 
 
Organisations were keen to see how VAF could lead the discussion on developing routes 
to sustainability. The lack of sustainability in the sector was a key concern for the 
organisations involved as they recognised that time limited funding often meant time limited 
impact: 
 

Involve voluntary organisations and charities in a working party to help solve 
the issue of the ‘rise and fall’ of fantastic projects… VAF could lead the way …” 

 
 

Over the course of this research there were some significant falls of voluntary organisations 
reported. Funders have a key responsibility here as we generate projects and organisations 
at the front end, with possibly unrealistic expectations of what shall happen at the back end 
of the funded project. The organisations being supported are complicit as they present a 
vision for the future for the funder which may not be realised or realistic.  
 
Developing routes to sustainability will need to start with a hard analysis of the need for any 
piece of work and an almost actuarial view of the future of this and the ability for this to be 
funded. Public funding is decreasing in Scotland and shall continue to decrease. This 
aligned with changing demographics and changing social needs within communities are 
placing unparalleled pressures on the voluntary sector. Over the coming years further high 
profile ‘falls’ will undoubtedly occur and the funding world needs to take some lead in 
defining how sustainable projects and organisations need to be nurtured and what the 
context for this should be.  
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And Finally 
 

VAF investment support made a significant difference to the sustainability of the project and 
of the wider organisation. The study showed that there was an increase in capacity as a 
result of the different VAF inputs during the funding period, and that this capacity continued 
post funding. 
 

“From the position of a small organisation just getting started the VAF project 
provided a financial resource, but also mentors on the journey, and without this 
project our organisation would not have progressed.” 
 
“VAF is a trail blazer and should be commended for trusting new and exciting 
work in the voluntary sector.” 

 
 
The research also produced some insights into the external pressures which impact on 
sustainability and which need to be realistically assessed by funders who are about to 
make an investment in an organisation. However they are ‘moving feasts’ which impact 
both positively and negatively on the project and organisation over the lifetime of funding so 
funders need to be able to encourage sustainable organisations which can maximise on 
these impacts rather than be negatively influenced by them.  
Many suggestions were placed by the organisations interviewed around how funders could 
assist in promoting sustainability. An obvious key development area was the need for more 
sustainable funding. This included creating different funding options including longer term 
funding. Respondents also suggested that funders could work together to broker links 
between funders and projects, and assist with getting local support from other stakeholders 
and partners. 
 
As a reflective learning organisation VAF will consider the results of this research carefully 
and adopt our practices and possibly our funding packages as appropriate.  


