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Executive Summary
Introduction

Following a discussion about the future of the Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium in July 2009 with member organisations, it was agreed that a more detailed review be undertaken.  The review was to clarify the purpose and roles of the Consortium, improve accountability and transparency and secure an understanding about the respresentation and support required to move ahead.     

Northumberland Community Development Network (NCDN) provides the secretariat for the Consortium and secured funding from Phase 1 of the Modernisation Fund programme to provide support for the review.  An approved Adviser, Declan Baharini, was appointed to undertake the work in September 2009.  Should further action be required, there is an option to apply for Phase 2 Modernisation Fund to access additional consultancy support.   

Methodology

The Adviser’s role was to carry out an independent online survey in early September covering the elements requested by the Consortium.  The results would be compiled into a report and would be followed up by a Focus Group meeting with Consortium members on 17 September to look at priorities for partnership working and collaboration.  A summary of the Focus Group outcomes would be provided and the final report on the Phase 1 work would be submitted by 21 September to NCDN, with any recommendations for actions to improve collaboration. 
This report is a summary of the results of the independent survey of the current membership and wider partners on their views of the Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium.  The outcome of the survey will enable the full consortium membership to have an input into the issues that they have identified as requiring attention. The elements of the survey include:  

a) defining the purpose of the consortium, its membership and agreeing a set of clear roles

b) raising the concept of a steering group and how that could operate to provide leadership accountability and direction;  

c) clarifying the nature of representation to outside networks and bodies; 

d) establishing views on the best means of communication and meeting arrangements and content;

e) the role and remit of the secretariat.

The survey was set up on Survey Monkey, a web based application which allows links to be sent to individuals for completion and enabling the results to remain anonymous.  The link to the survey was sent with instructions on 2 September 2009, with the deadline for responses on 10 September, with an extension to 11 September given with the reminder email on 9 September.
The consortium has around 50 member organisations.  The survey was sent to 100 people representing members as well as outside agencies. 55 responded (see appendix).  A full account of the results is given in this report, along with an overview of the views expressed.
Overview of responses

1. ROLES AND PURPOSE

There is a clear view on the role and purpose of the Consortium according to the survey response.  96% of respondents agreed with the statement that:  

Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium is a network for VCS organisations which provide skills, training, guidance and complementary support services to people in Northumberland.
In addition, 90% agreed with the main aim of the Consortium being:
To strengthen the capacity of the sector to deliver quality learning and skills to the people of Northumberland.

There was majority agreement in relation to the key roles of the Consortium, as being:

· Supporting information sharing on activities and opportunities in Northumberland on learning skills and IAG (89%)

· Facilitating collaboration and joint working between member organisations (84%)
· Providing representation on key partnerships and networks to promote the views of the sector, raise the profile of delivery and influence future developments (80%)

· Coordinating and promoting workforce development for paid and unpaid staff of member organisations to strengthen capacity (78%)

· Supporting organisations to deliver new qualifications within the sector (78%)

· Providing a forum to debate issues relevant to the sector and planning responses and actions (78%)
· Acting as a broker to support consortium bids (73%)
· Acting as a lead body for consortium bids when requested, in line with agreed roles (69%)
· Assisting VCS Groups to become training providers, assessors and IAG providers (67%)
· Supporting multi-sectoral partnerships (64%)
· Providing access to accredited status for smaller organisations (60%)
Although over half supported the following, less convincing as main roles were:

· Ensuring quality standards for programme content are agreed/understood (56%)
· Supporting organisational development (56%)
· Supporting organisations to achieve Matrix accreditation and quality standards (56%)
Not supported by the majority was the following role:

· Supporting organisations to achieve PQQ (38%)
2. ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY
Steering Group: To promote transparency and accountability, it was proposed that a Steering Group be formed to guide and oversee the work of the Consortium, drawn from the membership. This Group would have a mandate from the membership of the consortium and its role enshrined in the revised Terms of Reference. 
Mandate: The responses indicated that the Steering Group should take its mandate from the membership in a variety of ways, including through positions agreed at specific issue meetings and events (81%), opinions through surveys and questionnaires on specific issues (79%) and through general consortium meetings (67%).

Membership: According to respondents, Steering Group membership should be based on a mix of large and small organisations (96%), a range of providers of VCS workforce skills (84%), represent a geographic spread (81%) and specialist networks (74%), as well as have some public sector partners and networks in attendance (63%).  Comments stressed the need to retain a third sector focus, with public sector input as relevant.  

The Steering Group should have between 7 (49%) and 10 (51%)  members and should either be elected annually or bi-annually from the membership (42% for each option). There was little support for the Steering Group to appoint itself annually (12%) or biannually (23%).

Of the respondents, 59% said they would be willing to join the Steering Group.
3. REPRESENTATION

Nominations: Respondents thought that representatives should be chosen to act on behalf of the Consortium on other bodies (partnerships, networks, working groups etc), either by nominations through the Steering Group endorsed by the Consortium membership (57%) or nominations from the main Consortium membership endorsed by the Steering Group (43%).  

Feedback: In terms of feeding back to the Consortium, representatives would be expected to do this in a variety of ways, including through written short notes (55%), updates on the website (48%), updates in the Steering Group (45%), reporting issues through the main Consortium meetings (43%) and by providing links to further information (43%).

Groups and networks: When asked about other groups or networks which the Consortium should be represented on, the majority views related to the Northumberland VCS Consortium (67%), Northumberland County Council groups (64%) and Northumberland Employability Collaborative Partnership (62%).  There was not majority support for the Consortium to have representatives on VONNE (45%), NEWS Network (43%) or Tyne and Wear Employment Consortium Third Sector Focus Group (36%)

Representatives: Of those who responded, 40% said they would be prepared to represent the consortium.  When asked what support they would require, some suggested basic administrative support, some said travel expenses, others said briefings and a single point of contact to feed back to.

4. COMMUNICATIONS

Methods of communication: A range of options had been provided for respondents to consider in terms of how they would like to be communicated with.  Email and website based information was the most popular form of communication for almost every category, apart from feedback from representatives, where presenting at a meeting was preferred.

· meeting and event information (the majority of people preferred email)

· Breaking news (predominantly email, with some website)

· Case studies (predominantly website, with newsletters and email)

· Progress reports (spread fairly evenly across email, website, newsletter, meetings)

· Feedback from representatives (spread across meeting, website, email, newsletter)

· Policy information (predominantly website, with email and meetings)

· New contract opportunities (predominantly email, with web and meetings lower)

· Partnership requests (predominantly email, backed up by website and meetings)

Meeting frequency: 76% of respondents thought that meetings of the full Consortium should be held quarterly, with only 22% stating bi-monthly and 7% twice a year, with 0% monthly.
Special events: 100% respondents said that events on specific issues/opportunities should be convened as appropriate.  There was majority opinion on the types of issues that should be covered, including:  collaborative contracting opportunities (76%) and new opportunities (76%); meetings with public and private sector partners to promote collaboration on learning and skills (73%), networking events to improve contacts and awareness (68%); workforce development (56%) and new areas of policy and practice (54%).

Features:  There was significant consensus on the elements which should feature in Consortium meetings, which included:  feedback from representatives (83%); the latest funding and contracting opportunities (83%); news of VCS Learning Consortium programmes progress and problems (76%); and networking sessions to profile activities across the county (71%) and information on policy changes and implications (61%).  Of less importance to respondents was the need to have information on the wider skills agenda (51%), feedback from county and regional networks (51%) and profiles of agencies and organisations (32%).  
5.  SECRETARIAT FUNCTION
There was significant consensus on the role of the Secretariat in terms of: providing administrative support, updating members’ profiles, maintaining the Consortium database (all 95%), maintaining the website (93%) and arranging meetings and speakers (90%).  Compiling and circulating information to members (88%), organizing events (80%) and responding to members’ queries (78%) were also important.  Of less importance, but still a majority of support was identified for offering briefings to representatives (63%), investigating and promoting collaboration opportunities (60) and offering induction and capacity building to emerging providers (50%).  
ALL ONLINE SURVEY RESPONSES

No. surveys sent: 100  
            No. responses received: 55
             Response rate:  55%

The responses to the survey questions are provided as percentages of the number who responded to the question, with all comments made by respondents included in their entirety, for information.
1. ROLES AND PURPOSE OF THE CONSORTIUM
Northumberland VCS Learning Consortium needs to ensure that it has a clear role and that there is a common understanding of its purpose. The following questions seek to gain consensus from the membership on this issue.

The Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium is a network for VCS organisations which provide skills, training, guidance and complementary support services to people in Northumberland.
Agree

96%



Disagree
4%
The main aim of the VCS Learning Consortium is to strengthen the capacity of the 

sector to deliver quality learning and skills services to the people of Northumberland.


Agree

90%



Disagree
10%
	Roles – in order of preference by the respondents
	Response Agree %

	1. Supporting information sharing on activities and opportunities in Northumberland on learning, skills and IAG
	89%

	2. Facilitating collaboration and joint working between member organisations in Northumberland
	84%

	3. Providing representation on key partnerships and networks to promote the views of the sector, raise the profile of delivery and influence future developments
	80%

	4. Coordinating and promoting workforce development for paid and unpaid staff of member organisations to strengthen capacity
	78%

	5. Supporting organisations to deliver new qualifications within the sector
	78%

	6. Providing a forum to debate issues relevant to the sector and planning responses and actions
	78%

	7. Acting as broker to support consortium bids
	73%

	8. Acting as a lead body for consortium bids when requested, in line with agreed roles
	69%

	9. Assisting VCS groups to become training providers, assessors and information advice and guidance (IAG) providers
	67%

	10. Supporting multi-sectoral partnerships
	64%

	11. Providing access to accredited status for smaller organisations
	60%

	12. Ensuring quality standards for programme content and delivery are agreed and understood
	56%

	13. Supporting organisational development
	56%

	14. Supporting organisations to achieve Matrix accreditation and quality standards
	56%

	15. Supporting organisations to achieve PQQ
	38%


2. ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY

To promote transparency and accountability, it is suggested that a Steering Group be formed to guide and oversee the work of the Consortium, drawn from the membership. This Group would have a mandate from the membership of the consortium and its role enshrined in the revised Terms of Reference. The following responses relate to this proposal.

STEERING GROUP MANDATE
	  he  The Steering Group would take its mandate from the membership of the   Consortium and should be informed by:


	Response agree %

	Agreed positions arrived at through specific issue meetings and events
	81%

	Members opinions provided through surveys and questionnaire responses on specific issues
	79%

	Agreements made in Consortium meetings
	67%


STEERING GROUP MEMBERSHIP
	The Steering Group should be drawn from the membership and should provide a cross-section of representation. Respondents felt that this should include the following:


	Response agree %

	Mix of large and small organisations
	96%

	Providers of key VCS workforce, skills e.g. IAG, Youth Work, Community Development Work, Health and Social Care, Management, etc
	84%

	Geographic spread
	81%

	Specialist networks, e.g. youth, diversity
	74%

	Attendance by key public sector partners, e.g. LSC, NEWS, NCC, NBSL, JCP
	63%


STEERING GROUP SIZE

	The maximum number of people on the Steering Group should be:
	Response agreed %

	10
	51%

	7
	49%

	5
	12%


STEERING GROUP CHAIR APPOINTMENT
The Chair of the Steering Group will be the Chair of the VCS Learning Consortium in order to provide transparency. 

	Preference for appointment:

	Response agreed %

	Elected annually by the membership from nominations
	42%

	Elected for two years by the membership from nominations
	42%

	Appointed for two years by the Steering Group
	23%

	Appointed annually by the Steering Group
	12%


WILLINGNESS TO JOIN THE STEERING GROUP


Would you or your organisation be willing to join the Steering Group?



Yes
59%



No 
41%

3. REPRESENTATION
The VCS Learning Consortium represents the sector on a number of other partnerships/networks at county level. The following responses relate to how that representation could provide the most benefit to the Consortium.

The VCS Learning Consortium is often asked to provide representatives to partnerships or networks.  How should these individuals be selected to act as representatives?

Nominations through the Steering Group, endorsed by the consortium membership
      57%

Nominations through the main consortium membership, endorsed by the Steering Group      43%
	How should representatives feed back to the Consortium?


	Response agree %

	A bullet point written note identifying key issues raised/for consideration
	55%

	An update on the VCS Learning Consortium website (submission of key points to the secretariat)
	48%

	Reporting key issues through the Steering Group
	45%

	Reporting key issues through the main consortium meetings
	43%

	A link to provide more information (contact details, weblink)
	43%


	What other groups/networks should the VCS Learning Consortium seek representation on?
	Response agree %

	Northumberland VCS Consortium
	67%

	Northumberland County Council groups
	64%

	Northumberland Employability Collaborative Partnership
	62%

	VONNE
	45%

	NEWS Network
	43%

	Tyne and Wear Employment Consortium Third Sector Focus Group
	36%


Would you be prepared to represent the Consortium?     YES 
40%              NO     60%

If you were prepared to represent the Consortium, what type of support would you require?

	Admin support, cost of travel/expenses, possibly cost of time taken away from main employment

	None.

	The up to date information on the issue which is to be debated.  Where it best fits the groups.
Questions that they would want answered

	Basic admin support- co-ordinating agendas etc.

	Induction by external groups; briefings.

	Single point of contact to provide feedback to, who would then disseminate appropriately.

	An induction as to how it is expected to work and a understanding of role.

	Deeper knowledge of consortium. Financial – expenses.

	Secretarial.

	Basic costs, administrative support.


4. COMMUNICATIONS
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FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS
The frequency of meetings of the full consortium should be:

Quarterly    76%
     Bi-monthly   22%
     Twice a year   7%          Monthly   0%

Events on specific issues/opportunities be convened as appropriate  
   YES  100%
	Special events should focus on 
	Response agree %

	Collaborative contracting opportunities (general, fund or tender specific)
	76%

	New opportunities
	76%

	Meetings with public and private sector to promote multi-agency working around learning and skills
	73%

	Networking events to improve contacts, raise awareness of services, delivery and links
	68%

	 Workforce development
	56%

	New areas of policy or practice
	54%


	Meetings should feature:
	Response agree %

	Feedback from VCS Learning Consortium representatives
	83%

	The latest funding and contracting opportunities
	83%

	Feedback on current programmes being delivered as part of the VCS Learning Consortium's contracts(progress, achievements, problems)
	76%

	A networking session profiling activities across the county
	71%

	Focus on policy changes and implications/opportunities
	61%

	Highlights of activities in the wider skills, learning and support agenda
	51%

	Feedback from countywide and regional networks
	51%

	Profile of particular agencies or organisations
	32%


5. SECRETARIAT FUNCTION

	Secretariat roles should include:
	Response agree %

	Providing administrative support to the Consortium, Steering Group and any sub groups
	95%

	Updating the list of members and their profiles
	95%

	Maintaining the database of contacts for the Consortium
	95%

	Maintaining up to date information on the website
	93%

	Arranging meetings and speakers
	90%

	Compiling and circulating information of relevance to members
	88%

	Organising events
	80%

	Responding to members' queries
	78%

	Offering briefings to representatives
	63%

	Investigating and promoting collaboration and opportunities for the VCS Learning Consortium (in line with agreed roles)
	60%

	Offering induction and capacity building support to emerging providers
	50%


Northumberland VCS Learning Consortium Review
Survey Respondents 
September 2009
	Northumberland County Council

	Connexions

	Fourth Action

	CB Learning & Assessment and NCDN

	CRC/NERFN SE Northumberland Faiths Group

	Northumberland VCS Consortium

	CFBT

	Transport in North Northumberland (TINN)

	Northumberland Care Alliance

	Northumberland County Blind Association

	Volunteering Northumberland

	Norcare

	TDB Training

	Bliss services

	Beaumont Associates (Northumberland) Ltd

	Northumberland Community Development Network

	Wansbeck Centre for Voluntary Service

	Acumen Community Enterprise Development Trust Ltd

	Workers' Education Association (WEA)

	Lynemouth Community Trust

	PNE

	Northumberland County Council

	PNE Development

	Anonymous

	Anonymous

	Northumberland County Council 
Parkhead & Wansbeck Powersports

	Silx Teen bar

	Acumen

	Headway

	DISC

	Project Northumberland

	VoiCeS

	Wansbeck CVS

	NCDN

	OCNNER

	Northumberland County Council (Regeneration)

	CVA Blyth Valley

	Action for Children

	CEP Associates

	Wansbeck CAB

	Northumbria Youth

	The Career Navigation Company

	LSC

	Wansbeck CVS

	Ashington Community Development Trust

	Northern Learning Trust

	Women's Health Advice Centre

	Northumberland Wildlife Trust

	Newbiggin Arts Forum

	Adapt (North East)

	NCDN

	N.E. Arts
Northumberland Fire and Rescue Service

Sure Start Children’s Centre North
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