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Introduction 

Voluntary Organisations’ Network North East (VONNE) undertook a follow up survey in 
November 2020 to the COVID-19 Impact survey they carried out in April 2020 in the North 
East and Cumbria. Presented here are the results for the 53 organisations who responded to 
the survey from Northumberland. Thanks to those organisations who participated in the 
survey, the good response from the county has once again enabled us to analyse the results 
for Northumberland.  

Responses were received from a range of organisation from small community  groups to 
larger county wide organisations working in the areas of community development, health 
and well-being, arts/culture/ heritage, rural, social care, ageing, supporting older people, 
advice/advocacy/benefits, volunteering,  environment, disability, sports and recreation.  

Over half of organisations which responded were open to a cross section of the general 
public with no specific focus. The main other groups supported were older people, young 
people, people with long term conditions, families, women and people with mental health 
issues.  55% of organisations had paid staff, the numbers ranging from one to sixty with the 
majority with 5 or less employees. 98% of organisations had volunteers involved in their 
organisation. 

Summary 

• As a consequence of government restrictions 23% of organisations responding were 
unable to operate their services at all and 30% had slightly reduced their services. 

• As a consequence of financial constraints this had a significant impact on a quarter of 
organisations in terms of ability to deliver services. For 44% of respondents  it had no 
impact yet but 21% expected it to have an impact in the next six months. 
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• The main reason for services halting/reducing were risks to staff/volunteers/clients 
delivering front facing services. 

• 43% of organisations responding stated that over 75% of users/beneficiaries needs 
were not being met due to the financial or social distancing impact of COVID-19. 

• 55% had been able to reconfigure their services to offer phone or online support in 
place of face to face support, however a quarter of beneficiaries were not accessing 
this support at all and for a further 21% of respondents over three quarters were 
accessing phone or online support. 

• The main reason for not accessing phone or online support was lack of digital know 
how and access to tools by beneficiaries. This was also expressed as a reason for not 
reconfiguring services. 

• 38% of organisations responding  suffered a significant reduction, over 50% in overall 
income. 

• 58% of respondents expected a breakeven position at the end of the year and a fifth 
expected a deficit. 

• Whilst in April 2020 only 13% had up to three months core running costs in reserves 
it was anticipated that this would rise to 28% in April 2021. 

• The main ask of funders was funding including capital, resources, core and events. 

• 41% had lost up to a quarter of their volunteers and a further 30% had lost between 
a quarter and a  half  of their volunteers who were unable to provide support during 
COVID-19. 

• Organisational priorities over the next six months were maintaining service delivery 
and raising funds. 

• Highest priorities across specified areas of work were: 
- Staff and volunteers - supporting staff and volunteers health and well being 
- Service  and users - safeguarding service users 
- Funding and income - developing new income streams 
- Home working and remote delivery - data and cyber security 
- Organisational support - managing adherence to COVID-19 changing 

restrictions 

• Whilst 45% of respondents saw no benefits from COVID- 19 the main positive 
impacts were relationships and partnerships, new volunteers and new audiences for 
work. 

Results 

Impact on operation of services 

GOVERNMENT RESTRICTIONS 

Almost a quarter of organisations responding were not able to operate at all, 30%  had 
slightly reduced their activities and 45% had significantly reduced their services as a 
consequence of government restrictions. Only 2% had not reduced at all.  

It is important to recognise that there are a lot of small volunteer led groups operating in 
the county, dependent on face to face contact and these are the organisations most likely to 
be unable to operate at all during COVID-19 restrictions. 
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(53 respondents) 

 

FINANCIAL CONSTRAINTS 

Financial constraints had a significant impact on ability to deliver services for a quarter of 
organisations responding and for a further third it had some impact.  

The results were quite varied with a further fifth stating that there was likely to be a 
financial impact in six months and another fifth expecting there to be no impact. 
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REASONS FOR SERVICES REDUCING/HALTING 

The following provides the main reasons for services being reduced/halted. 

• Risk to staff/volunteers/clients in delivering front facing services (59%) 31 responses 

• Reduction in volunteer numbers (28%) 15 responses 

• Demand reduced or disappeared due to COVID impact (26%) 14 responses 

• Unable to reconfigure services and delivery them in a different way (24%) 13 
responses 

• Staff capacity reduced due to self-isolating/impact of COVID-19 (19%) 10 responses 

• Staff furloughed – unable to run service (17%) 9 responses 

• Organisational instability due to the impact of COVID-19 (11%) 6 responses 

Below are some of the additional comments made by respondents: 

“Income stream has halted and funders have diverted funding to frontline COVID 
responses. so are not accepted any applications for projects outwith COVID.” 

“All our one-one therapeutic sessions were halted when schools were closed. Now 
some are reduced as we work in specific bubbles, not being able to deliver the 
counselling service to all referred children.” 

“Commissioners in Northumberland closed all day packages as lock-down began 
causing melt-down in families across the County and in commissioned providers. 
This cost us weeks of lobbying and campaigning up to central Government to get 
this decision reversed and families back on system and receiving their care services 
as contracted.” 

“We are a support group, we rely on social interaction.” 

 

Impact on service users/beneficiaries 

The number of  service users varied, the majority having between 100 and 500 users (38%) 
20 respondents and a further (22%), 12 respondents having between a 1000 and 5000 users. 
One organisation had only one user whilst four organisations had over 10,000 users. 

The financial or social distancing impact of COVID-19 on users/beneficiaries needs being met 
varied, but for most, 43% of respondents, over 75% of users/beneficiaries needs were not 
being met. This is concerning in terms of the potential physical/ mental and social impacts 
this is having and will have in future in terms of support for these users. 
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Reconfiguring Services 

Over half of respondents had been able to reconfigure their services to offer phone or 
online support in place of face to face support. For a fifth this was not possible and a quarter 
had not done this. 

  

 

(52 respondents) 

 

Respondents were asked the percentage of service users/beneficiaries accessing services on 
the phone and online. For 23% of respondents over 75% were accessing services online or 
by phone but for a further quarter no one was accessing and the response was generally 
variable.  

16%
14%

10%

16%

43%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

0-10% 10-25% 25-50% 50-75% Over 75%

Percentage of service users/beneficiaries needs 
unmet due to financial or social distancing impact 

of COVID-19

55%
25%

21%

Able to reconfigure you face to face services 
offering phone or online support 

Yes No N/A



VONNE COVID-19 Impact Survey Nov 2020: Results for Northumberland Page 6 of 16 
January 2021 

The main reasons for not accessing phone or online support were: 

• Lack of digital know how and access to tools by beneficiaries (36%), 19 responses,  

• Lack of appetite from beneficiaries (23%), 12 responses  

• Lack of digital know how and access to tools/ IT equipment by staff/volunteers (23%) 
12 responses  

• Lack of staff/volunteer time to provide service by phone/online (19%),10 responses 

Some of the comments made: 

“Digital no substitute for real onsite experiences - it's a very different offer.” 

“We provide concerts and workshops - venues have been unavailable and the 
service does not transfer to online platforms.” 

“Clients repeatedly say they do not like speaking on the telephone and it does not 
feel as personal as speaking face to face.” 

“When we closed day services on 13/3 we introduced an online and telephone 
buddying system. It rapidly became apparent that this was not meeting the needs 
of beneficiaries so within a week we began to deliver a hot, nutritious daily meals 
coupled with psycho-social support directly into beneficiaries homes which proved 
to be very successful and continued throughout lockdown until beneficiaries were 
able to return to their day services.” 

“No safe space at home for victims of domestic abuse.” 
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In terms of the main reasons for not refiguring services to phone or online, the responses 

were very similar to the above: lack of digital know how and access to digital tools/IT 

equipment – beneficiaries (29%), lack of staff/volunteer time to provide service by 

phone/online (20%), and lack of digital know how and access to digital tools/IT equipment - 

staff/volunteers (16%). 

Some of the comments made: 

“We offer hands on services.” 

“Lack of privacy for carers to access support from home as they live with the 

substance user.” 

“If we are unable to maintain contact through phone/video calls, we are doing 

social distance visits.” 

“We need to be in the workshop to use the tools.” 

Income 

58%, 31 respondents stated that their organisation had a yearly income of under £50,000 

and a further 17%, 9 respondents had an income of £250,000 to £500,000.  The majority of 

organisations are therefore small with only 5 groups having a yearly income of over 

£500,000.   

Respondents were asked how various income streams have been impacted over the first 6 

months of the financial year April-September compared to their budget. 

• Grant income had stayed the same for 39% or slightly increased for 24%.  18% had 

suffered some reduction and a further 15% had suffered significant reduction, over 

50%. (41 respondents overall) 

• For 58% contract income had remained about the same and for a further 25% it had 

significantly reduced, over 50%, while for 17%  there  had been some increase. (24 

respondents overall). 

• 40% had experienced a significant reduction in fundraising income, a further 35% 

experienced some reduction and for 15% it was the same (40 respondents overall) 

• For the majority of respondents investment income/bank interest was the same, 

69%, with 19% experiencing some reduction and 13% significant reduction (32 

respondents overall) 

• 38% suffered a significant reduction, over 50% in overall income and a further 18% 

experienced some reduction. For 27% it was about the same and 16% had some 

increase.(45 respondents overall) 
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58%, 30 respondents expected a breakeven position at the end of the financial year and 

21%, 11 respondents respectively expected a surplus and deficit at the end of the year.  For 

a third, 17 respondents this was a planned surplus/breakeven/deficit.  41% expected to use 

their unrestricted reserves to cover any deficit position at year end. 
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Reserves 

In terms of the number of  months core running costs in reserves in April 2020, 21%, 11 

respondents had over 12 months and 44%, 24 respondents had less than 6 months. In terms 

of the core running costs in reserves expected in April 2021, 22% had over 12 months and 

52% had less than 6 months. Twice as many organisations, 28% anticipated less than 3 

months of reserves in April 2021 compared to 13% in April 2020. 
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In terms of confidence about organisations’ financial position over the next 12-18 months, 

where 10 being confident that your organization will continue to be sustainable and 1 being 

that you have serious concerns about the longer-term sustainability of your organisation, 

the average was 7.  

Overall organisations appeared to be fairly confident, with 43% , 22 respondents rating their 

organisation between 8 and 10 and a further 35%, 18 organisations rating between 5 and 7. 

However over a fifth, 22%,  11 organisations rated their organisation under 5. 

Support from Government backed schemes: 

• 18 organisations were successful in receiving COVID-19 support grants (small 

business, retail, discretionary –  4 organisation applied and were unsuccessful )  

• 11 organisations have participated in the job retention scheme (furlough),  

• 6  organisations received business rates relief,  

• 3 organisations received COVID bounce bank loan  

• 2 organisations received resilience and recovery loan fund for charities, 1 

unsuccessful 

• 1 organisation allowed deferral of VAT payments 

Charitable funding and support: 

• 13 organisations received additional funding from existing funders, 2 were 

unsuccessful.  

• 12 organisations had flexibility from existing funders on outputs/ time frames/ 

monitoring requirement,  

• 13 organisations received National Lottery Community Fund , 3 were unsuccessful,  

• 11 organisations received COVID -19 support from other trust funders, 4 were 

unsuccessful,  

• 3 organisations received COVID-19 arts/ heritage/sport and 1 was unsuccessful.   

• 8 organisations received funding from the Community Foundation and  5 were 

unsuccessful.  

Grants received ranged from £1,000 to £60,000.  Understandably for quite a lot of 

organisations, over 70%, the government support was not applicable and for over 40% the 

charitable funding was not applicable.  It is interesting to note that there were organisations 

that were unaware of  some of the funding opportunities, for example, 8 organisations were 

unaware of support from other COVID-19 trusts and foundations,  11  organisations 

unaware of funding from the Community Foundation and 8 from the National Lottery 

Community Fund. 

Respondents were asked about their three core asks of funders over the next six months. 

The results have been combined and the majority asked for specific funding or mentioned 

monetary amounts needed. The other main comments were to think longer term post 

COVID-19 and for greater flexibility. 
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Three core asks of funders over the next six months: 

Asks of funders Numbers 

Funding includes capital, resources, core, events  17 

Think longer term post COVID-19 5 

Flexibility  5 

Long term core funding 3 

Support for mental well-being – confidence building 3 

Keep support local 3 

Patience 3 

Latitude on business planning/reconsidering focus 2 

New funding sources (non-COVID-19) 2 

Support re-engagement/ research with community 2 

Support smaller groups with little reserves 2 

Grow business support 2 

 
 

Volunteers  

Organisations had volunteers who could no longer provide support due to COVID-19. Over 

40% had lost up to 25% of their volunteers and 30% had lost 25%-50% of volunteers. 41%, 

19 organisations had successfully managed to recruit new volunteers to support service 

delivery since May 2020. Reasons for not recruiting were mainly not needed. Other reasons 

included lack of staff capacity to find, train and support them and lack of interest from new 

volunteers. 
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Organisational priorities 

Respondents were asked their top three organisational priorities for the next six months. 

The following is the combined responses which shows that maintaining service delivery, 

raising funds and reviewing services were the highest priorities. 

 

Priorities Responses 

Maintaining service delivery 25 

Raising funds 19 

Review/rebuild/reshape services 13 

Grow/expand service 9 

Re-open 8 

Restore reach we had pre-COVID 7 

Meeting unmet need 7 

Digital training – beneficiaries, volunteers 6 

Setting/stabilising budget 5 

Keeping in touch with beneficiaries 4 

Volunteers – increasing/supporting 4 

Marketing/raising profile 4 

Building support network 4 

Making premises COVID safe 3 

Surviving 2 

Battling commissioning teams 1 

Communications 1 

Sustainability 1 

Training – new delivery methods 1 

Reducing social isolation 1 

New contract readiness 1 

Keeping members safe and well 1 

 

PRIORITIES - STAFF AND VOLUNTEERS 

In terms of  support to staff and volunteers during COVID-19 high priority was given to 

supporting staff and volunteers health and well-being followed by safeguarding staff and 

volunteers. This was followed by coping with reduced staff and volunteer capacity and 

recruiting additional volunteers to meet service demand. Sourcing PPE for staff and 

volunteers and HR support were lower priority activities. 
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Two third of organisations with paid staff did not think loss of income would lead to staff 

losses over the next 12 months and a further 28% did not know. Only one organisation 

expected staff losses (25 respondents overall) 

PRIORITIES- SERVICE AND USERS 

Safeguarding service users was of greatest priority with redesigning of services using digital 

some way behind with accessing digital equipment and skills training for service users. 

PRIORITIES – FUNDING AND INCOME 

Developing new income streams was high priority followed by funding advice. This was 

followed by fundraising advice and support and social investment advice. 

PRIORITIES-  HOME WORKING AND REMOTE DELIVERY 

Data and cyber security was of high priority followed by leading/ managing/ communication 

with remote teams. This was followed by homeworking -  software, digital and 

communication tool and homeworking IT/telephone kit for staff and volunteers. Lastly 

homeworking – policies, systems, arrangements, risk assessments 

PRIORITIES – ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT 

Managing adherence to changing restrictions re COVID-19 was given high priority followed 

by strategic planning in short, medium & longer term and contingency planning & risk 

management 

 

Positive Impacts 

In terms of positive impacts on organisations as a result of COVID-19, (45%) 24 respondents 

stated that there were no positive impacts. Of those stating positive impacts these included 

relationships and partnerships (16 responses), new volunteers (10 responses) and new 

audiences for our work (10 responses). Three organisations were considering a permanent 

move to remote working for some or all of their team.  

Comments made include: 

“Better ways of working.” 

“Time to develop the business.” 

“Time to work on policies and procedures via ZOOM.” 

“We have realised the value of regular social contact!” 
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“New ways of working which are now going to continue as part of the core service 

offer. The lock down also showed our flexibility through speed to reconfigure to an 

entirely new model of working, deployment, resourcing and support systems all 

working very well.” 

Other comments  

These are some of the additional comments made by respondents that provide in their own 
words the impact of COVID-19 on their services and beneficiaries. 

“We are a tiny little club for men and women who like to make things. Post Covid, 

we more fully realise the health giving benefits of our regular social contact.” 

“We have been SEVERELY affected by Covid-19. Our elderly members have not 

been able to access the institute at all during lockdowns and SEVERE restrictions 

have had to be implemented during our LIMITED opening times. 99% of our 

planned activities for this year have been cancelled, and our income stream has 

been destroyed.” 

“Our beneficiaries will be even more apathetic after enforced immobility and will 

have nothing to look forward to.” 

“Not much has been done for small community groups which provide valuable 

community service but are deemed non-essential e.g. park groups, litter-picking 

groups. These provide valuable social contact for many people who simply want to 

do something to help their local area without a high or skilled involvement. Many 

of our members really miss this social contact and feel their lives have stopped.” 

“We provide music activities (primarily traditional music concerts but also 

workshops) to local people and visitors alike. Without COVID-secure venues and 

the assistance of volunteers at those venues, our activities cannot take place. 

Musicians who have tried to provide online concerts have found that income is far 

exceeded by costs - unfortunately, people expect to access free streaming or to pay 

only half of what they would do for a live event. Coupled with social distancing 

affecting audience numbers, live events become financially unviable or impossible 

to run.” 

“Please encourage central government to ensure that local authorities have 

adequate funds to support the services that user led charities are delivering to 

some of the most isolated and marginalised people in our communities. Should 
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these small charities close, the most vulnerable people in our communities will be 

left without services.” 

“The main problem we have had during this year is the constant need to re-plan 

activities and services. We can't plan ahead. Government advice on what 

charitable activities can go ahead has not been at all clear.” 

“It would be helpful if charitable trusts would provide grants for core funding and 

existing, successful, evidence based work rather than grants for new projects. Our 

charity needs funding to sustain services that already deliver positive outcomes for 

our beneficiaries in the medium to long term. More grant funding for three to five 

years would provide sustainability.” 

“There is a pressing need for VCSE strategic thematic groups in Northumberland 

working together as commissioned providers. Had we this quorum this would have 

assisted as we headed in to lock-down and were all chasing commissioners, PHE, 

HSE, funders individually.  A joint approach, with agreements from key 

commissioners and regulators that they will come and meet with this form of 

panel, is imperative.  As we move forward, protecting day services and ensuring a 

fair rate for day services should be discussed as a quorate of providers.  We 

urgently need our own forums, not only those brought together by local authorities 

and the NHS.” 

“If anything positive has to come out of this, it is the power of working together for 

a common aim across sectors!” 

Conclusion 

The results indicate there are groups that are not currently operating as a result of COVID-

19 and the main issue for these organisations – which are most likely to be small, volunteer 

led, with small operating costs – is the impact on users and on volunteers too, the lack of 

social contact, exercise and impact on health and well-being.  There is concern, even 

amongst those still operating, about limitations in meeting the needs of beneficiaries.   

The impact that digital exclusion has on ability to reach some beneficiaries and, to some 

extent, on organisations that do not have the technology or know how to provide digital 

provision is very evident.  The pandemic has certainly brought to the fore the importance of 

digital inclusion and how essential it is to meet everyone’s needs, to keep people informed, 

to access support and maintain social contact, and enable organisations to continue to 

deliver services, albeit in a different form. 
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Clearly COVID-19 has had an impact on the financial circumstances of organisations and this 

has been assisted positively by grants being made available and the flexibility of funders in 

supporting services during the pandemic, although this has not been accessible to all.  Also, 

lack of awareness of grant support amongst some organisations was evident. 

In spite of over a third having a significant reduction in income it was evident that in the 

main the majority of organisations expected to break even at the end of the financial year, 

but further difficulties are expected in the coming year with reduced reserves, the end of 

short term support, concerns about longer term funding and the need for continued funding 

support for the sector.   

Organisations are prioritising service delivery and raising funds and are also mindful of the 

importance of supporting staff and volunteers and safeguarding beneficiaries. 

On a positive note, it is important to recognise the way that many organisations have 

quickly adapted their services to phone and online provision in place of face to face where 

possible to ensure continued service delivery as well as the benefits that have accrued from 

COVID-19 in terms of  new relationships, partnerships, new volunteers and audiences for 

work. 

 


