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Third Sector Resilience 
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Summary of findings from the third sector resilience 

survey 

This report summarises the learning from a survey of third sector resilience - led by a partnership of 

Forum Central, Leeds Community Foundation, Social Enterprise Yorkshire and Humberside, Third Sector 

Leeds and Voluntary Action Leeds - that took place during mid April and early May 2020. 
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About the survey 

The survey sought to capture the impact of COVID-19 emergency arrangements on the third sector. It 

asked third sector organisations to provide feedback on: 

 sector viability in the light of changing income and expenditure,  

 pressures on communities and changes in volunteering,  

 their ability to adapt to changing circumstances and positive experiences. 

Third Sector Leeds’ Leadership Group has considered the findings from the survey and has made 
recommendations for the third sector and its partners that could help to reduce the impacts of the crisis 

and capture the key positives of new working practices and changed relationships. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that COVID-19 is putting severe strain on the third sector and that 

sustained funding and other resources will be required to ensure that the third sector can continue to meet 

the needs of communities in Leeds. It is worth noting that this report is set in the context of severe 

financial pressure on other partners, notably Leeds City Council, and that TSL stands with national third 

sector infrastructure bodies and our local authority partners in calls for central government to review the 

support it is providing to critical locally focused service providers. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 Around 60% of organisations that responded report that they may not remain viable past the end 

of 2020, with a quarter of organisations say that they may only remain viable for three months or 

less. 

 

 Smaller organisations may be at particular risk – organisations with an annual income of less than 

£100,000 make up 44% of those organisations that may only remain viable for three months or 

less 

 

 Trading organisations may also be at particular risk – 48% of respondents for whom trading 

makes up more than 50% of their income said they may only remain viable for three months of 

less (around 1/5 of our survey responses were from this group). 

 

 The priority income risks identified by respondents are: 

o trading income 

o fundraising 

o maintaining  funding of services at a time when COVID-19 responses are being prioritised 

by funders, and ongoing concerns about accessing grant funding in the future for non 

COVID-19 related services 

 



 

Page 3 of 5 

 

Third Sector Leeds is delivered by Voluntary Action Leeds 

Registered Company No. 225863  

Company Ltd by Guarantee no.555150 

 

 There has been a significant drop (around 2/3) in people regularly volunteering  with 

organisations, despite the positive backdrop of uptake for the Community Care Volunteering 

programme
1
 and anecdotal reports of increased neighbourliness 

 Organisations have sought to retain their employees; reducing their headcount by around 1/5 

 

 Around 1/3 of organisations have accessed the furlough scheme 

o Most organisations have found the furlough scheme accessible  

o Some organisations are concerned about the impact of furlough on staff morale 

o Others comment on the complexity of the furlough scheme for organisations juggling 

multiple funding streams (as is common in the sector). 

 

 The sector has adapted well, quickly changing services and developing new ones despite reduced 

resources 

 

 Although many organisations have developed online services, there  remain barriers: 

o for some organisations developing these services 

o concerns that online services are not always appropriate for service users 

& that 

o 73% of respondents reported that some groups they work with face digital access issues  

 

 Many grant funders and commissioners have been extremely flexible, enabling the third sector 

organisations to be dynamic in their COVID-19 response 

 

 There is appetite in the sector to capture new flexibility and develop new business models 

 

Summary of Recommendations 
 

Third Sector Leeds believes that the learning from the sector resilience survey shows that concerted and 

rapid action is required to reduce risks for the third sector and capture the opportunities generated by 

working in a different way during COVID-19. 

 

The following recommendations summarise a range of responses that partners could take and in the 

coming weeks TSL will work with partners to shape these recommendations and identify short and 

medium-term priorities to take forward. In doing this we will apply the following principles: 

 

 wherever possible, TSL recommends that partners act collectively to meet challenges 

 

                                                           
1
 Community Care Volunteering is the city-wide volunteering programme set up in Leeds in response to COVID-19 
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 in some cases, the most appropriate response might be for organisations to act independently, in 

which case TSL recommends that plans are shared with partners to reduce duplication 

  

 TSL would encourage all partners to identify additional resources / funding / other capacity they 

have that can be made available and directed towards ensuring sector resilience 

 

In some cases TSL has identified action it will take independently and it has established a task/finish 

group to further prioritise and shape these actions.  

 

VIABILITY 

 

Partners should work together to:  

 direct any available resources including funding and other capacity towards the third sector to 

ensure that it can remain resilient in the short and medium term 

 encourage purchasing organisations  (e.g. schools) to maintain / raise their trading spend (e.g. 

sessional work or room hire) in the third sector 

 promote existing  business advice for third sector organisation to enable them to diversify / 

manage reduced traded income and explore options to direct more advice towards these 

organisations 

 direct funding advice towards organisations ‘at risk’ 
 clarify how transition to post Covid-19 grant approaches will be managed enabling the third 

sector to plan for delivering essential services 

 seek to influence national government to provide support for a wider range of third sector 

organisation’s core costs until post Covid-19 arrangements are established 

 

TSL will: 

 co-ordinate activity to encourage third sector organisations (and other sectors) to provide mutual 

aid to third sector organisations facing challenges. 

 develop a campaign for purchasing organisation to  ‘Buy Small, Buy Local’  
 

 

VOLUNTEERING 

  

Partners should work together to: 

 take immediate action to match potential volunteers in the Community Care Volunteer 

programme who do not currently have roles with opportunities that exist in other organisations 

 develop further dedicated and / or targeted support to enable organisations to recruit volunteers 

they need 

 investigate and reduce potential barriers to re-building volunteer numbers  
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 TSL will: 

 take a strategic lead in shaping a plan to recruit, retain and re-mobilise volunteers 

 

 

FLEXIBILITY, PARTNERSHIP AND SERVICE DESIGN 

 

Partners should work together to: 

 influence funders to continuing offering  maximum flexibility for service innovation into the 

future 

 host and facilitate organisational conversations about service redesign 

 expand  support to develop online resources and services 

o investigate communities that face online access barriers and develop solutions that can 

help to reduce these barriers 

 support the re-establishment of face to face services; a critical part of the third sector offer 

 encourage infrastructure organisations to invest resources in 

o providing short-term practical advice and guidance to enable the third sector organisations 

to interpret local and national guidance and respond to opportunities 

o enabling the mid term re-establishment of  networks with a particular focus on  supporting 

business change 

 map and respond to the changing mental health and wider health impacts of COVID-19 

 

SECTOR VISIBILITY 

 

TSL will: 

 share the learning from this survey and continue to co-ordinate the collation of intelligence about 

sector resilience 

 develop a position paper that sets out the groundwork for future relationships between the third 

sector and partners (building on work that is already ongoing) 

 co-ordinate work to celebrate the contribution third sector organisations have made to COVID-19 

response 

 advocate for partners to engage with the third sector as a distinctive sector when developing 

business resilience approaches 

 further engage with  existing lobbying efforts at national level and make this work visible to third 

sector organisations 

 

 


