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Facing the future without fear

Faced with the most difficult economic environment we've had in years and an incoming new government, many voluntary and community groups are worrying about how to survive the next few months. Planning ahead for the next five to ten years might feel like a luxury. Yet strategic planning experts say that taking time to make sense of external changes and to plan long term is just what the sector needs to do.

Third Sector Foresight, the programme led by the National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) offers a range of training, online information and tools to help organisations analyse and respond to external changes affecting them. It particularly targets infrastructure organisations who provide support to the sector’s frontline groups so that they can improve their own future outlook and deliver better-informed guidance to the charities and voluntary groups they help.

On its website (www.3s4.org.uk), Third Sector Foresight identifies at least 100 trends and forces (strategic drivers) that might affect the sector, reshaping the external environment in ways that might require significant redirection of energies, services, resources, partnerships and funding.

Fresh demands

Organisations across the country face growing demand for services as communities encounter new hardships and problems. But other drivers include changing demographics, new policies and political directions, the impact of climate change, and innovative forms of employment and social connection made possible by new technologies.

A case study

Disability Essex is a charity set up post-war and owned by 120 independent clubs across the county, which assist disabled people in the community. For a long time it had been comfortably positioned thanks to generous donors but by 2000 it was virtually bankrupt, living on an overdraft secured against its building. It was essential to rethink its role and its funding.

It looked at the likely changes in need within an ageing population and the new types of disability to be addressed. Traditionally the organisation had helped wheelchair users and those with muscular-skeletal deformities. But new disabilities were becoming apparent, based on stress, lifestyles and longer life and for which there was very little available support. “We looked at what these trends and stresses would create, in terms of demand and in terms of gaps," says Richard Boyle, the Chief Executive.

They also observed that some of the training offered to disabled people was for jobs that looked set to disappear within five years or so because of technological developments, and it made better sense to provide training that put the charity’s clients ahead in the queue for the new kinds of jobs likely to arise. 

There are many other examples of organisations who have benefited by looking to the future in this way.

Benefits

The experiences of these organisations like Disability Essex underline the benefits of taking some time to look at the environment beyond the immediate workplace. Needs and circumstances vary greatly so there is never just one solution to consider. And it is not just the resulting strategy that provides the main benefit: undertaking the process of analysis with the involvement of staff and trustees is itself a beneficial journey, giving people a sense of renewed purpose and value – and a stake in future direction. 

The Third Sector Foresight website demystifies any jargon and provides signposts to resources, help and training.  You can also contact the programme’s team directly on 0207 520 2510.

Save the date: Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW) and NCVO Third Sector Foresight are delivering training workshops for Chief Officers and Chairs on 6 July and for development workers on 8 July.

To book, contact Anna Sevink on 0161 276 9300 or anna.sevink@vsnw.org.uk 

Voluntary Sector North West is working with Third Sector Foresight at NCVO who lead the change workstream, funded by Capacitybuilders’ National Support Services Programme. See www.improvingsupport.org.uk which brings together resources, evidence and good practice to help third sector support organisations.

