
Independence of purpose 
and mission is important 

to our organisation

87.2%
90.8%
90.4%
77.3%

Staying true to our mission 
is central to our activities

Our organisation’s mission 
always reflects the needs of 

our service users

Sample Chief Executive Management Non-Management

06 Summary of Key Findings Summary of Key Findings 07

Government has devolved decision-making 
powers to communities and service-users

10.4%

4.5%

16.5%

13.6%

73.2%

81.8%

Agree

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Whole Sample Chief Executive

58.5%

69%

14.6%

13.8%

26.8%

17.2%

Majority of Funding 
from Government

Majority of Funding 
from Non-Government

Our organisation has the freedom to be 
critical of decision-makers in government

Agree DisagreeNeither Agree nor Disagree

INDEPENDENCE
OF PURPOSE 

RESEARCH
PROCESS 

INDEPENDENCE
OF VOICE  

INDEPENDENCE
OF ACTION  

92.7%
92%
94%
88.6%

95%
97.4%
97%
88.9%

Disagree Neither Agree nor Disagree

Government recognises and respects 
the independence of the voluntary and 
community sector. 

50.6%

51.3%

54.9%

59.3%

27.6%

30.8%

28.2%

25.9%

21.8%

17.9%

16.9%

14.8%

Whole Sample

Chief Executive

Majority of Funding 
from Government

Majority of Funding 
from Non-Government

Agree
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Management

61.2%
22.4%

16.4%

Non-Management

44.2%
37.2%

18.6%

Our organisation 
has been critical  
of decision-makers 
in the past

This research has employed a mixed-methods 

approach to explore the independence of the 

voluntary and community sector in Northern Ireland 

based on a literature and policy review, an online 

questionnaire completed by 179 individuals from 

166 organisations (including 83 chief executives), 

focus groups and interviews. The quantitative data 

should be treated as indicative of the mood and 

concerns of the sector at this time. The qualitative 

methods were employed to capture understandings 

of independence and threats to independence 

in greater detail, and were conducted with 

representatives of both the sector and government.

The Changing Nature of Sector/Government relationships

Crisis of 
resources

Manufactured coopted
Creative – Chaotic

‘Democracy’ 
Measured by output

Organic
Creative – Needs

‘Realistic’ 
Measured by impact

Rediscovery of  
radical traditions?

Survivors of service - 
delivery rationalisation?

Renewed emphasis on 
voice, purpose, action?

Prescriptive
Chaotic

‘Technocratic’ 
Measured in detail

Sector Grows
PAST

Sector Rationalised
PRESENT

Sector Independent
FUTURE

DOMINANT 
NARRATIVE

PARTNERSHIP

INSTRUMENTALIST
DECOUPLING

REALISTIC
COMPLEMENTARY

Crisis of 
existence

Voluntary and Community organisations 
try to copy the practices of the private 
sector

Chief Executive

Non-Management

Management

Whole Sample 24%

17.9%

20.3%

35.7%

% Agree / Strongly Agree

Competition makes it difficult to build 
trusting relationships with other organisations

Agree Disagree Neither Agree nor Disagree

Whole Sample Chief Executive

61.8%

23.5%

14.7%
60.9%

19.5%

19.5%

The funding system allows our 
organisation to be flexible and 
innovative. 

27.1%

31.4%

41.4%
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Our organisation  
refuses funding if it  
would compromise our  
independence (Chief Executives)

Majority of funding from Government

55%
37.5%

7.5%

Majority of funding from Non-Government

82.1%

14.3%

3.6%
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KEY FINDINGS 2: BARRIERS TO REFORM

All interviewees and survey respondents, 
at some level, recognise that both the 
environment and the relationship between 
government and the VCSE sector are 
changing. However, these changes are, for the 
most part, happening incrementally. 

VCSE: 
“The departments’  

thinking is always top-down... 
they came (to the project) 
with a fait accompli, it’s not 
a co-design... a co-design 

is something that everyone 
should be striving for, so there 

is no point in them coming 
with it already written”. 

Government 
Official:

“I don’t think the sector  
has made its case for its 

independence, they have drifted 
along on this stream of central 

government and European 
funding... it’s a case of Europe will 
pay us to do this or that, so that’s 
what we’ll do. But whether that  

is what you started out  
doing twenty years ago  
doesn’t seem to matter”. 

VCSE: 
“You are a business  

and you have to be run as 
a business... times have 

changed, you have to look 
beyond central government 

for funding and collaboration 
and you have to look for 

relationships with the private 
sector. There needs to be  

an injection of realism  
into these  

discussions now”. 

VCSE: 
“You have to remember  

they are paying your salary, 
and don’t be overly critical 

of them because... that is the 
other big difference today, 
I do think that government 
departments and particular 

civil servants are more  
ruthless about just pulling  

the plug”.

VCSE: 
“Is there a need for all  

these organisations or are 
we just fighting for our own 

jobs... there are organisations 
out there and I would ask 

if they are doing what they 
were set up to do. I would say 

not, they just tick the box”. 

• Emphasis on bottom-up reform: There are calls from 

government for the sector to engage in a bottom-up 

process of rationalisation whereby organisations will 

begin to merge, collaborate and work in more formalised 

partnerships.  However, some sectoral interviewees explain 

that government has an unrealistic expectation that there  

will be an organically driven shift towards more mergers  

and collaboration.  

• Subcontracting: As service contracts have been scaled 

up in ways that exclude many smaller and medium sized 

organisations, it is common for smaller and locally based 

organisations to have a subcontracting relationship with  

a private sector or regional VCSE organisation.  This has  

also slowed the reform and rationalisation processes.   

While subcontracting can create the impression of  

sectoral diversity, the relationship between contractor  

and subcontractor is often based on a very limited  

definition of partnership.  

• Mission drift: In the quest for organisational survival, 

according to a number of funders, some organisations have 

found themselves in difficulties as they try to align their 

mission and structures with government funding streams. 

Some government officials, as well as some sectoral 

interviewees, suggest that certain sections of the sector are 

trying to operate in a system that is no longer there and it is 

the view of some interviewees that many organisations have 

been slow to take any ownership of impending changes.

INDEPENDENCE

Government 
Official: 

“Often when we are engaging 
with them it’s about the 

contracting of a delivery of a 
service that they will be paid 

for, so in that respect they are 
the same as a commercial/

public provider, and their pay 
policies reflect the public 

sector usually, so what’s the 
advantage then you would  

have to say?”. 

Government 
Official:

“I think the intention has  
always been, in our funding, 
to be able to give the sector 

money in order for it to have that 
independent voice, but I don’t 
think they use that opportunity 

very well, I don’t think they know 
how to engage with government... 

they don’t have a vision for the 
future, it’s all reactive”. 

Government 
Official:

“They are all competing with 
each other, which is against 
the principles of community 

development around 
collaboration that they are 

supposed to be representing. It’s 
like dog eat dog out there... and 

you can understand that because 
it’s peoples livelihoods, so  

there is going to be  
protectionism  

in there...”

AGENT

RETICENT COMPETITOR

MIMIC


