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The history

Eighteen months ago, NACVS entered into a partnership led by bassac (the British Association of Settlements and Social Action Centres) which also involved ACRE (Action with Communities in Rural England), Community Matters, BTEG (the Black Training and Enterprise Group), CTN (Charity Trustee Networks) and four local development agencies. It aimed to test a variety of models for delivering governance support to small organisations. Lessons from the Field (LftF) aimed to: 

· learn how to improve the effectiveness of governance in small voluntary and community organisations

· provide evidence for a national strategy on governance.

Although funded by the Home Office Active Community Unit (ACU), the project was completed after the development of the governance strategy, one of the four that fed into the Capacity Building and Infrastructure Framework. Hence, the second aim, stated above, was unachievable. However, the ACU is planning to disseminate learning gleaned from Lessons from the Field, and the other funded governance projects, sometime in the future.

LftF chose four local development agencies to pilot different models of governance support to small voluntary and community organisations. In this context ‘small’ refers to organisations with no more than four full-time workers, or equivalent. These were as follows: Action Learning for Trustees, co-ordinated through Durham Rural Community Council; Training Plus Support, co-ordinated through Community Projects Trust/East Cornwall Council for Voluntary Service; Face to Face Trustee Networks, co-ordinated through Community First Hereford and Worcestershire and the

Web-based Trustee Network, co-ordinated through Greater Manchester Centre for Voluntary Organisation. More details of the individual projects will be set out in future issues of Circulation. This article focuses on the findings of the evaluation.

Evaluators

The evaluation was undertaken by the Centre for Voluntary Action Research at Aston University. It included an analysis of evaluation material collected by the local development partners (LDPs); semi-structured interviews with the LDPs and semi-structured interviews with participants.

Key findings

The evaluation identified a range of issues and challenges involved in supporting governance in small voluntary and community organisations.

Setting up and running the pilots

LDPs experienced similar challenges in making contact with trustees who might have wanted to be involved. There were also problems in ensuring that the model of support met their needs and in establishing and running the project within the agreed timeframe.

All four experienced some difficulties in sustaining trustee participation. In two areas the particular model of support posed additional challenges. In one case, people were suspicious of the Action Learning technique, in another, there were issues in securing participation in the discussion aspect of the web-based trustee network. The constraints imposed by a 15-month pilot programme exacerbated the challenges.

Meeting expectations

Trustees hoped to benefit by gaining increased knowledge of a range of aspects of trusteeship and new skills (for example, committee or problem-solving skills). Reinforcing existing knowledge was also important, as was the opportunity to meet and learn from other trustees.

Participants felt that each model of support had, to a large extent, met trustees’ needs. Trustees expressed positive views about all four models, whilst suggesting minor modifications to enhance their effectiveness. Participants had been able to share what they had learned with fellow trustees.

Participants felt that trustees experience challenges in four main areas: developing an understanding of what the role involves; developing an effective governing body; dealing with the regulatory environment and

securing and managing the necessary resources.

In small organisations, it was felt that the main challenges for trustees relate to: human resources; financial resources; boundaries between governance and operational roles; and the influence of personalities.

Effective role performance

Trustees felt that a range of support mechanisms would be useful in helping them perform their roles more effectively, through

training; information; help with problem- solving; the opportunity to meet others with similar experiences; and recognition of the importance of the trustee role.

LDPs felt their ability to engage with each other had been limited by logistical factors, that it might be useful to have had more support from the national partners and that the project as a whole had lacked continuity.

Learning lessons

In reflecting on the pilot project as a whole, participants reiterated the importance of a manageable timescale, of clear aims and objectives and of developing opportunities for shared learning. The need for personal contact with trustees to encourage participation was again stressed. They also highlighted the importance of celebrating the project’s successes.

NACVS continues to work with the LftF partnership to ensure the proposed Governance Hub, builds on the work of the partnership and pilot projects.

Follow up

Lynne Bryan is Policy and Development Officer: Training and Events at NACVS. If you would like to discuss any issues raised by this article, you can contact her at lynne@nacvs.org.uk
Learning the lessons





Lynne Bryan considers the overall evaluation of the Lessons from the Field project to see what learning has been gathered on governance support.











	www.nacvs.org.uk
	NACVS Circulation June/July 2004   378.18



