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BETTER TOGETHER POLICY FORUM

Valuing and supporting a thriving VCSE: What does 

good grant making look like?

Looking beyond the means for measuring and evidencing 

impacts and outcomes. 

How can we best model and apply investment into the 

sector?
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Vision

County Durham Together is about working with communities, 
especially those most in need, making sure they are at the heart of 

decision making, building on their existing skills, knowledge, 
experience and resources to support everyone to thrive and to live 

happy, healthy and connected lives. 
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Declarations of interest!
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Why the voluntary and community sector is so important… 

• Organisations whose primary purpose is to create social impact rather
than profit

• A belief in collective action

• Social justice and making a positive difference to people's lives

• Take a holistic approach to people's needs

• Empowering people and making voices heard

• Build social capital and reinvesting financial surpluses for community
need.

• Understand and adapt to community needs/trends/issues
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Challenges – Public Sector

DemandResources Reactive

<
Widening 

inequalities

Short term fix Fit people 
into services

Duplication Silo
working 



Challenges – Silo working Silo 
working 

Org 1

Public 
Health

L&D

Ec 
Regen

AAPs
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Culture
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PCNs

Benefits 
etc



Challenges – VCSE Sector

Demand Resources
Competing 
priorities of 

funders

Prescriptive Monitoring Something new

Short term 
and insecure 

funding 

"Nice to do”



The aim

Work better together to support a more sustainable VCS in 
County Durham in the future. 

Draw on capacity and build capability:
•Longer term better aligned investment approaches
•Better coordination of funding for both VCS infrastructure
and delivery 

•Minimise the competing demands of different strategic
VCS funders on the VCSE 



Our intent

• Maximise and align cross sector investment into the voluntary and community sector.

• Increase the knowledge and understanding within statutory bodies of the role and contribution
of the VCSE sector at a local level.

• Adapt/explore and test new ways of working together to invest in the VCSE/different
approaches to commissioning the VCSE sector.

• Make use of the sector’s insights and strengths to better meet population needs as a system.

• Develop a VCSE investment framework or co-produced strategy for working with the VCSE
sector and a delivery plan.

• Support civic commissioners to review existing contracting relationships and opportunities for
diversifying service providers including VCSE organisations.

• Work towards a fundamental shift in culture, investment and process

• Identify opportunities that encourage collaboration and that support the co-design of
solutions, building on local capacity and strengths.

• Gain support for, implement and oversee, Employer Supported Volunteering Schemes



Work so far

2018-19 to 2023-24 (6 
years)



Work so far - Recommendations

• Development of an appropriate (CRM) for grants

• An internal lead or key member of departmental staff responsible for the
collection and collation of data

• Consolidation of grants under either a single Service Group or, if further
identification of Service Group collaborative funding is required a secondary 
and tertiary grouping, 

• All Service Groups to be contacted and updated about the data capture that
the Council requires to make public

• Establishing of agreed Service Groups and strategy headers for data fields

• Further evidence of due diligence and good grant-making governance



Next steps

• Today!
• Guidance for VCSE Grant Funders/Investors and Commissioners

• “Accord”



QUESTIONS/COMMENTS



Better Together Conference

Michelle Cooper, CEO

17 June 2025
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Introduction

• Independent grant-making charity

• Awarded c£72m in 30 years to 14,600 organisations, and 7,600 
individuals (48% by value since 2018)

• UK Community Foundations member 

• Connect and collaborate with businesses, local authorities,

NHS, Government and individuals to create a better today and

a brighter tomorrow for local people

• Tackle broad range of inequalities: poverty, health & wellbeing,

as well as building stronger communities

Aim: make lasting difference in communities we work in by

helping you fight poverty and enrich lives
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What is in a name…….
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A lot, if it isn’t helpful and confusing

24

• Consultation with stakeholders, including 

groups

• Better reflect where we work

• Modern, fresh, simple name

• More money in

• Flexible, unrestricted



Community foundation model
Philanthropy - do to, not with…..

• Endowments​

Purpose - largely ‘30 years old’​ - not need today

​Restricted – by place or purpose​

Just 28% of grant spend in FY2024/25​

• Flow through – needed to pay salaries but keeps us relevant 

re. need​

53% of grant spend in FY2024/25 (balance windfarms)​

Won yearly, or at best, three-year partnership​

If lucky, unrestricted and offers what you want 

(#PovertyHurts)​

If unlucky (Government/ NHS) - nightmare to deliver, low 

income and over-subscribed​

25
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Understand 

community 

needs

Design 

funds 

Monitor 

impact

Capture 

stories & 

data

Point North aim
Flexible, easier to access funds (not there yet)

Works with donors to help them understand how their money can best make a 

difference



IVAR – Flexible funding
Institute for Voluntary Action Research, Est 2006



IVAR Publications
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Always challenging 

funders

but….

It feels right as it is 

done well, and we are 

in the conversations

https://www.ivar.org.uk/our-research/all/


IVAR Signatory 

‘sometime’ in early 

Covid

IVAR evaluation 2023

Third party evaluation 

2025 



Making commitments to our communities

• Commitments help create a roadmap to good grant making

• Work behind each one drives evaluation and reflection of our processes, ideology 

about funding and programmes, and our relevance in the distribution of funds 

• Sparked a review of application processes, accessibility, relevance, fairness, and 

attention to feedback

• Introduced different ways of communicating with communities – social media 

promotions, funding help line, more reflective feedback on unsuccessful 

applications, a different tone of voice in our guidelines and communications

• And a target: the 'holy grail'  -  accessible, unrestricted funding to trusted 

organisations, that meets the needs of the community,  and that makes a 

measurable difference to people's lives



Are we a flexible funder – NPS results
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Don’t waste time, be open, 

communicate, act with urgency
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What we do as a funder

33

• Find money - work with businesses, individuals, and the public sector to 

develop funds (translate their wants to align with community need)

• Raise awareness – social media, events and working in partnership to drive

grant applications (but not too many as don’t want to waste time)

• Accept applications – accessible, online portal for groups to apply 

• Support – phone support and online funding surgeries fortnightly for applicants and 

potential applicants (empower the group)

• Due diligence – checks on every group applying and their application (frustrating for 

you we know but requirement of source of monies e.g. £0.5m liability on our books)

• Advise – put forward eligible grants for panel and donor decision (rules)

• Research – undertake consultation and research to shape giving to support community 

need

• Evaluate – review or programmes, processes and monitoring to show difference 

funding makes



Adapting to change and reacting to need

• Covid allowed a real step change in how we operated - our processes (trust, speed), 

our grant making (trust, speed) and our culture (team) 

• Different working practices - working more with organisations, donors, local 

authorities and national agencies

• Systems and processes don’t (and shouldn’t) standstill - continuously reviewed and 

updated

• Consultation with funded organisations to determine capacity and need in changing 

economic climates – top ups to Government funds; community grant now up to £7k 

• Work continually with donors to relax criteria, to shift towards more unrestricted 

grant making, and to core funding

• Work with our trustees to recognise financial stress points in community 

organisations, guiding them to be less risk averse

• Accredited by UKCF and registered with the fundraising regulator – regular reviews



Community focussed grant making
We continue to research, evaluate and consult (and hopefully drive change) 

• Commissioned work e.g. Health Equity North report looking at systemic poverty and its 

effects on opportunities within communities  - what poverty is and isn't

• Ongoing community consultation with organisations – ‘You said – We did’, new 

programmes, extension of programmes

• Using data and knowledge to shape programmes – own reserves for the ‘unsexy’ grants 

– Organisational Sustainability  and Relief in need

• Develop impact evaluation of programmes to identify ROI and social impact to inform 

commissioners and help donors measure impact

• Include ‘lived experience’ and the voice of funded organisations and individuals to shape 

our processes and programmes

• Consult (or fight with) public sector bodies to drive collaborative grant making and form 

partnerships to make funding more accessible to community organisations

• Challenged ourselves constantly – ‘why not….’ or ‘why can’t we…’



Lessons learned through reflection

• Be bold (but not rash) in how we speak out and our ask of our Trustees for 

support

• Use of reserves, approach, language, name change

• Never just tick a box – EDI, climate

• Adapt our grant making (wherever we can) to support communities

• Working with donors toward unrestricted, core and multiyear funding

• Commit to make grant making fit for purpose, inclusive and accessible

• Subject to restrictions of our funds e.g. Know your neighbourhood

• Try co-designing programmes with funded groups to shape how funds 

reach the sector, taking the lead on what’s needed within the community

• Household Support Fund, Welfare fund (cash first)



Doing things differently - 38.7 Challenge

37

https://pointnorth.org.uk/38-7-miles-in-july/


QUESTIONS/COMMENTS



Comfort Break & Networking



Roundtable Discussions



Feedback from tables 
and Q&A



Plenary 
Summing Up and Next Steps

Kate Burrows
Executive Director, Durham Community Action

Chair – Better Together VCS Forum



Next steps – end of session

• Guidance for VCSE Grant Funders/Investors and Commissioners 

• “Accord”

• Thriving Together Funding 

• Up to 3 years

• Between £2k and £25k

• Can be used to sustain existing projects



Networking  


	Slide 1
	Slide 2: Welcome & Introductions
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Better together forum
	Slide 5: Vision
	Slide 6: Vision
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Declarations of interest!
	Slide 9: Declarations of interest!
	Slide 10: Why the voluntary and community sector is so important… 
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Challenges – Public Sector
	Slide 13: Challenges – Silo working
	Slide 14: Challenges – VCSE Sector
	Slide 15: The aim
	Slide 16: Our intent
	Slide 17: Work so far
	Slide 18: Work so far - Recommendations
	Slide 19: Next steps
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22: Introduction
	Slide 23: What is in a name…….
	Slide 24: A lot, if it isn’t helpful and confusing
	Slide 25: Community foundation model Philanthropy - do to, not with…..
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: IVAR – Flexible funding Institute for Voluntary Action Research, Est 2006
	Slide 28: IVAR Publications
	Slide 29: IVAR Signatory ‘sometime’ in early Covid  IVAR evaluation 2023  Third party evaluation 2025 
	Slide 30: Making commitments to our communities
	Slide 31: Are we a flexible funder – NPS results
	Slide 32: Don’t waste time, be open, communicate, act with urgency
	Slide 33: What we do as a funder
	Slide 34: Adapting to change and reacting to need
	Slide 35: Community focussed grant making We continue to research, evaluate and consult (and hopefully drive change) 
	Slide 36: Lessons learned through reflection
	Slide 37: Doing things differently - 38.7 Challenge
	Slide 38
	Slide 39: Comfort Break & Networking
	Slide 40: Roundtable Discussions
	Slide 41: Feedback from tables  and Q&A
	Slide 42: Plenary  Summing Up and Next Steps
	Slide 43: Next steps – end of session
	Slide 44: Networking   



