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Community Action Suffolk (CAS) has conducted regular surveys during the Covid 19 
pandemic to find out how the VCSE sector across Suffolk has been and is being 
affected.  Our August survey is focussed on ‘Moving Forward from Covid 19’ to explore 
how the sector is beginning to adapt to service delivery in a very different landscape.  In 
this survey we are looking at how organisations are moving on from the initial impact of 
Covid 19, how they are affected by things such as working from home, and how they are 
changing the way they work, as well as capturing impact on volunteers and how we 
adapt to as we move into recovery.  

In each of our surveys since April we have asked VCSE organisations if they have 
enough money to remain operational.  Their responses have changed over time from 
April when 60% expected to fold in the next 12 months, through to May when the 
figure reduced to 47%.  In June it appeared that there was some growing 
confidence, possibly in line with access to support when the figure of those expecting 
to fold within 12 months had fallen to 40%.  In August, we adjusted the question to 
ask more directly about expectations of remaining operational.  This showed that 

49% of VCSE Organisations in 
Suffolk have sufficient funds to 
continue beyond 12 months. 

However there is a continued pressure on our sector and one that needs to be 
addressed quickly as 35% (68 VSCE organisations) indicate that they will fold within 
12 months – just under 13% are likely to fold within the next 0-6 months – this 
equates to 25 VCSE organisations across Suffolk. 

Interestingly Civil Society Media has launched a monthly Covid 19 Charity Tracker – 
the August Tracker has 455 responses and indicated that 85% expect to have 
financial problems going forward, and that 1 in 5 expect income to drop by >50%.  In 
terms of demand 68% expect demand to increase.  These figures do not necessarily 
reflect the Suffolk situation, BUT if we look at the responses to the national Charity 
Tracker for August we find that of the 455 responses: 58 came from charities with 
(pre-Covid 19) incomes of less than £100k a year; 101 came from those with 
incomes of £100k to £500k; 58 came from organisations with incomes of £500k to £1 
million; 172 came from those between £1 million and £10 million; and 66 came from 
charities with annual incomes of £10 million plus.  The majority of Suffolk responses 
come from smaller charities (80% with income <£100k) with a more local focus and 
therefore this is likely to account for the difference at this time (the true effects of 
Covid 19 have been felt by larger charities first as they often have more overheads in 
terms of staff, premises etc). 

Our survey was opened on 4th August and closed on 23rd August with 198 
respondents participating – this was more than our June survey and in line with 
responses to our first April survey. 

Several themes emerged from the survey – concerns about income, funding, and 
reduced services –  
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86% have had to reduce their 
services in the last 3-6 months  

although 64% are confident around their ability to fulfil normal levels of support to 
service users over the next 3-6 months.  There are still concerns about volunteers – 
both those who may or may not return, and the ability to recruit new volunteers. 

Income 

In terms of income, the majority of organisations (just under 59%) need <£500 per 
calendar month to remain operational (up from 56% in June 2020) and 30% need up 
to £2,500 per calendar month (similar to June 2020).   

In our August survey 2.5% of organisations need between £5,001 and £10,000 to 
remain operational – this is a small reduction from our June survey at 5% (actually 4 
organisations rather than 7).  Other figures for income requirements are consistent 
with our earlier surveys – so there is continued need for support. 

Funding 

58% of organisations have accessed government grants or loans during the 
pandemic period – our last survey indicated that 53% were expecting to or had 
accessed such support.    

We also asked organisations again to say whether they have a business continuity 
plan – essentially a plan for the worst-case scenario.  The response to this question 
remains steady with just over 62% not having one, and just under 38% who  have 
one (a small increase from June 2020 where 37% did not have a plan).  42% plan to 
develop one in the next 12 months, and 57% have no plans to develop a business 
resilience plan.  This is an area that may need more attention as this is to do with 
planning for the unexpected – and the significant impact that this can have on a 
VCSE organisations operation. 

Volunteers and users 

In previous surveys, concerns were focussed around retaining volunteers and 
tempting clients back to services.  These still remain and respondents cited issues 
with retaining volunteers, with volunteers struggling to meet the requirements for 
cleaning and organising, filling out risk assessments, meeting the new requirements 
for cleaning cost effectively (as against the value of the hire and so on, all when 
there is only a small committee).  There are also issues (identified in our June 
survey) with volunteers being unable or unwilling to embrace digital/remote 
communications. 
 
Organisations were asked if they were doing anything different to support their users 
or supporters during the pandemic – over 36% have been providing support through 
the pandemic including online events and other activities (up from 33% in June 
2020).  33% have provided emotional support (down from 44% in June 2020) and 
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27% have signposted (down from 32% in June 2020) to other charities to provide 
support to their users/supporters.  Overall over 30% have done ‘something’ (up from 
27% in June 2020) whilst 25% have not done anything (up from 23% in June 2020).  
The differences between August and June may be due to organisations finding that 
their users are able to manage the changes better or that we have a range of 
different organisations responding to the survey – the differences are not stark so we 
will monitor this going forward to ensure that we capture any trends. 

The impact of changing working practices – working from home 

Working from home has been a feature of the Covid 19 pandemic for those who are 
able to.  25% of our respondents had never worked from home before the Covid 19 
pandemic, 29% had worked at home occasionally and 31% had always worked from 
home before the Covid 19 pandemic.  We asked what the experience of staff or 
volunteers has been to gauge the impact on the sector – the responses varied. 

Many - 59% - have adapted well, 11% have struggled to deliver services from home, 
13% struggled initially but have now adapted, 37% have missed the social aspects of 
working from the office, and 24% have developed new ways of working and have 
increased their reach to service users – through online/telephone/remote contact.  
We will continue to ask this question as we enter the recovery phase as national 
surveys of both the VCSE and business sector show a changing view as working 
from home progresses and we move through the seasons. 

We have also continued to look at digital and its impact – again we have a mixed 
picture with some struggling to get volunteers or trustees together as many do not 
use Zoom or Teams and this impacts on the opportunities to participate.  Poor 
Broadband & WiFi connectivity in some areas has hampered the ability to hold 
remote meetings. 
 
Others have found remote meetings very useful to exchange knowledge and ideas. 
They asked for more of the same.  One respondent identified that due to the need for 
non-verbal communication it has been very difficult to provide any activities as many 
blind/partially sighted users are unable to access the internet. 
 
Many of the responses to our August survey regarding digital echoed those of our 
earlier surveys – with poor connectivity being an issue, but lack of knowledge on use 
and unwillingness to use technology being potentially bigger issues that may 
exacerbate the digital divide. 

Demand for services during the pandemic 

Since the April survey, there has been a continuing reduction in demand for services 
from some organisations – from a 47% reduction in April, through a 49% reduction in 
June and continuing with an anticipated reduction of 45%.  This has been mirrored 
by increases in demand for some organisations in April of 25%, a 20% increase in 
demand in June and now an anticipated 29% increase going forward.  This mirrors 
anecdotal evidence from the Suffolk VCSE Leaders group – some members feel that 
once furloughing ends, and redundancies materialise then demand will increase for 



5 
 

VCSE sector support.  We have assumed that these reductions or increases are 
from a ‘whole’ starting point/baseline figure. 

Social distancing and its impact on ability to deliver services continues to be cited as 
the biggest issue organisations are facing, with  

Just over 94% of organisations  
identifying social distancing as a 
major reason for reduced services 
over the last 3-6 months.   
This is much higher than previous surveys at 67% and 68% (albeit the question was 
‘If you have been unable to fulfil your normal level of support to service users at this 
time, please indicate why this is?’).  Other issues which included reduced income 
(9%) and lack of staff (2%), were relatively insignificant in comparison.  However 
12% identified a lack of volunteers as an impact on the ability to deliver services – 
this will need to be watched as we enter recovery and the impact of economic 
hardship, redundancy and other issues may well impact negatively or positively on 
people’s ability and desire to volunteer. 

The impact of social distancing measures on training and development 

The impact of social distancing measures on training and development was explored 
and just under 69% have not undertaken any training since social distancing 
measures were put in place – the same figure as our June survey.  16% have 
undertaken training, but no more than usual, whilst just under 11% have undertaken 
more training than they would have done normally (a fall from our June survey where 
the figure was 14%). 

 


