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Viewfinder 8 
 
 
Key Findings 
 
In December 2008, 
seven in ten 
respondents had 
witnessed a financial 
impact on their 
organisation as a result 
of the economic 
downturn. 
 
Just over half of 
respondents (53.0%) 
stated that they had 
witnessed increased 
demand for their 
services as a result of 
the economic downturn. 
 
Two-thirds of 
respondents (66.0%) 
believe that small 
organisations are being 
squeezed by ‘big 
players’ in the sector. 
 
An overwhelming 
majority of respondents 
(91%) believe it is 
essential for the sector 
to work more 
collaboratively. 
 
Almost two thirds of 
respondents (62.9%) 
believe mergers of 
some organisations will 
ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the 
sector. 
 
 
 

The impact of 
the economic 
downturn 
 
It is almost impossible for 
a day to pass without 
hearing about the credit 
crunch and the downturn 
in the economy.  The 
world is officially in 
recession and it is 
impacting almost 
everyone’s lives.  
Therefore, unsurprisingly 
it is an issue that is 
causing concerns within 
the voluntary and 
community sector.   
 
Viewfinder was 
circulated to 981 NICVA 
members in December 
2008 and a 21.6% 
response rate was 
achieved.  At that time 
the terminology generally 
used to describe the 
downturn in the economy 
was the ‘credit crunch’.   

For this reason 
organisations were 
asked if the credit 
crunch had affected 
them financially or had 
they witnessed an 
increased demand for 
services as a result of 
the downturn in the 
economy.  It is 
important to note that 
since this time the 
economic climate has 
worsened and we are 
now officially in a 
recession.  It is too 
early to draw any 
conclusions on the full 
impact of the recession 
on the sector but 
Viewfinder does give 
some early indications 
of its impact on the 
sector. 
 
Figure 1 reveals that in 
December 2008 70.2% 
of respondents felt 
there had been a 
financial impact on 
their organisation.   

This Viewfinder is slightly different from 
normal as it focuses on the impact of the 
current economic downturn on the voluntary 
and community sector. The survey was 
conducted in December 2008 at a time 
when the debate was still focused on the 
impact of the credit crunch.  
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From the respondents 
who stated there was 
a financial impact on 
their organisation, 
66% perceived a 
downturn in financial 
income from 
government and 
56.9% perceived 
there to be a financial 
downturn in income 
from the general 
public.   
 
In December 2008, 
just under half of 
Viewfinder 
respondents (47.2%) 
stated that they had 
witnessed increased 
demand for their 
services as a result of 
the credit crunch.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Debt management is the 
area which respondents 
had witnessed the 
greatest increase in 
demand as a result of 
the impact of the credit 
crisis. This is closely 
followed by family 
services, welfare and 
counselling.  In addition, 
a quarter of Viewfinder 

respondents have 
found an increased 
demand for housing 
services.  As the 
economic climate 
shows no signs of 
improving in the near 
future, it is likely that 
these will be the areas 
where the sector will 
continue to be 
stretched to provide 
these services.   
 
The increased demand 
for services is ironically 
occurring at a time  

 
when many 
organisations feel there 
is both a downturn in 
funding from the 
government and the 
general public. 
 
 
 

Figure 1 – Impact of credit crunch 
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Figure 2 – Increased demand for services 
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Is there room 
for a diverse 
sector in such 
an 
environment? 
 
The voluntary and 
community sector 
plays an integral role 
in Northern Ireland 
and provides a 
diverse range of 
services for the most 
marginalised in 
society.  It is 
estimated that there 
are 4,700 voluntary 
and community 
organisations in 
Northern Ireland.  The 
government officially 
acknowledged the key 
role the voluntary and 
community sector 
plays in the Positive 
Steps (March 2005) 
report.   
 
Positive Steps 
outlined a number of 
measures to meet its 
commitment to work 
with and promote the 
sector.  Amongst the 
measures included 
was a move towards a 
longer term funding 
and planning 
framework, a 
commitment to assist 
in the modernisation 
of the sector and a 
move towards full cost 
recovery.  These 

commitments were 
agreed in a much more 
secure financial 
environment.   In an 
increasingly difficult 
economic climate, 
NICVA raised the 
question: Are 
government policies and 
initiatives continuing to 
offer support for a 
diverse sector?  Over a 
third of Viewfinder 
respondents felt that 
initiatives and policies 
set by government were 
not supporting the 
development and 
existence of a diverse 
society, with 24.3% of 
respondents believing 
that government 
initiatives and policies 
continue to support the 
sector. 
 
The commitment made 
by government to 
modernise the sector has 
also placed emphasis on 
the sector to strive to 
modernise from within.  
This has presented 
challenges to some 
organisations in the 
voluntary and community 
sector as they work to 
get their own houses in 
order.  The need for 
good governance, sound 
financial policies and 
procedures, a clear 
strategic direction, the 
ability to measure 
outcomes and effective 
human resources are 

increasingly being 
demanded when 
organisations seek 
funding.  There have 
been concerns within 
the sector that some 
organisations are much 
better positioned to 
operate in such a 
funding environment, 
with a handful being 
described as ‘big 
players’.  In a very 
difficult economic 
environment, is there 
space for a diverse 
sector to continue to 
exist and flourish 
alongside these big 
players?   
 
This Viewfinder found 
that almost six in every 
ten respondents 
(58.7%) believe that 
the sector in Northern 
Ireland is increasingly 
being dominated by a 
handful of big players.  
There is a strong 
feeling held by two 
thirds of respondents 
(66.0%) that small 
organisations are being 
squeezed by big 
players, with only 
15.8% of respondents 
who believe this not to 
be the case. 
 
Organisations in the 
sector are recognising 
that the downturn in the 
economy is causing 
them to scan their 
environment and make 
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whatever necessary 
changes to assist 
them through these 
difficult times but also 
to put them in a 
position to plan for the 
future. 
 
Collaborative 
working and 
mergers  
 
Diversity and 
independence are 
important strengths in 
the voluntary and 
community sector.  As 
a consequence of the 
current economic 
climate the debate 
surrounding 
collaborative working 
is gathering 
momentum and as the 
funding environment 
gets tighter this 
debate will intensify. 
Collaborative working 
and mergers are now 
being discussed as 
ways to ensure the 
diversity and 
sustainability of the 
sector.  Viewfinder 
sought to examine the 
perception in the 

sector towards 
collaborative working 
and mergers.   
The overwhelming 
majority (91%) of 
Viewfinder respondents 
believe it is essential that 
the sector works more 
collaboratively. 89.6% of 
respondents also felt that 
staff and volunteers 
benefit from 
organisations working 
collaboratively as it 
increases access to 
skills.  There is strong 
agreement of the role 
and need to work 
collaboratively in the 
sector, however there is 
much less agreement 
with regard to the level of 
support to assist such 
collaboration.  Just over 
two in every ten 
respondents (22.4%) 
believe there is sufficient 
support to assist 
organisation to work 
collaboratively. However 
43.8% of respondents 
feel this insufficient 
support for collaborative 
working.   
 
There are various forms 
of collaborative working, 
ranging from separate 

organisations 
maintaining 
independence but 
working together on 
certain functions, 
through to mergers.  
While formal 
collaboration and 
mergers are relatively 
new concepts in the 
sector, the idea of 
organisations working 
informally together has 
a long history.  80.2% 
of Viewfinder 
respondents work 
jointly on projects with 
other organisations. 
Joint working is divided 
almost equally between 
collaboration on an 
informal basis (40.6%) 
and a formal basis 
(40.8%). A further 
17.6% of organisations 
involved in joint 
working described the 
work to be both on a 
formal and an informal 
basis.  
 
The issue of long term 
sustainability has 
always been a 
challenge for the 
voluntary and 
community sector, but 
the current difficult 

8.6%10.5% 52.4% 26.2%

2.
3%

Strongly agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly disgaree

Figure 3 – Mergers will ensure the long term sustainability of the sector 
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economic climate has 
brought this issue to 
the forefront of 
discussions.  
Viewfinder examined 
the issue of whether 
mergers of some 
organisations in the 
sector are a way to 
ensure its long term 
sustainability. 
 
Figure 3 above 
reveals that almost 
two thirds of 
respondents believe 
that mergers will 
ensure the long term 
sustainability of the 
sector, with just over 
one in ten 
respondents (11.0%) 
who do not believe 
this is the case.   
 
Mergers are not 
suitable for all 
organisations and 
require detailed and 
careful consideration.  
Interestingly almost 
three in every ten 
Viewfinder 
respondents (28.7%) 
have thought about a 
merger, of which 
27.9% of 
organisations have 
started the process.   
 
 
 
 
 

What does it all 
mean? 
 
Early indications of the 
impact of the economic 
downturn on the 
voluntary and community 
sector revealed a 
perceived drop in overall 
financial support from 
government and the 
general public and 
increased demand for 
certain services.  Since 
carrying out this 
research, there has been 
increasing evidence of 
this occurring in the 
sector.  These findings 
reveal that the sector is 
no more recession proof 
than any other part of 
society.   There is now a 
paradox facing many 
organisations.  There is 
increasing evidence to 
suggest there is a growth 
in demand for services 
as a result of the 
economic downturn. 
However funding for 
these services may be 
reduced or cut as the 
impact of the recession 
affects public 
expenditure.   
 
The sector exists to meet 
those in need and must 
work to respond to 
increased demand.  
Ironically this is also 
occurring at a time when 
there are increasing 
demands for 

organisations to ensure 
they are operating as 
efficiently and 
effectively as possible.   
 
These are major 
challenges for 
organisations and it will 
require innovative, 
strategic thinking and, 
when appropriate, for 
them to be open to the 
prospect of 
collaboration. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Other issues examined in 
the Viewfinder survey 
include ‘Meeting 
Financial Requirements’, 
‘National Occupational 
Standards’ and ‘The 
Assembly and the 
Sector’.  The findings 
have been used in other 
areas of NICVA’s work.   
 
If you would like further 
information on any of 
these areas please 
contact Leeann Brady, 
Research Officer:  
 
leeann.brady@nicva.org  
or 028 9087 7777. 
 
NICVA would like to 
thank everyone who took 
part in this survey. Your 
contribution is greatly 
appreciated.  


