The Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) Project Summary Report

Introduction

The project was started in July 2002 and ended in March 2004.  It was initiated by Community Fund’s senior management team in response to concerns expressed by the London management team about the number of small BME led groups who were running into difficulties delivering their project, sometimes to the extent that grants were withdrawn.  There was also concern that smaller BME groups can find accessing our funding more difficult.

The project involved:

· Providing intensive support to groups who matched the profile of organisations falling into difficulties

· Undertaking research and targeted outreach 

The project team consisted of two full-time grant officers plus a full-time development officer, supported by other members of the London team. 

Defining the target group

Earlier research into the kinds of organisation likely to run into difficulties helped us identify key features of organisations we would invite to be part of the pilot.  The parameters chosen were that organisations would be BME led, with an income of under £100,000, and which were identified at grant assessment as requiring our “high risk” monitoring regime.  We defined a BME led organisation as one with a majority of the management committee from ethnic communities, and as one set up for the purpose of serving those communities.  Fifty groups were invited to take part and 48 formed the final group.

The Report

This report will cover three main areas: 

1. Research into the characteristics of organisations who are successful at accessing funds

2. Pre-application support work

3. The effect of our intervention with grant holders

In each of these areas, we will describe what happened, what we learnt and how it changed or could change our practice.  

There is a brief section on what the groups in the pilot thought about the intervention and how we are planning to take the work forward.  

1. The Characteristics of Successful Organisations

As part of our research into our patterns of grant making, we discovered that we had received few applications from organisations serving the Pakistani, Indian and Black Caribbean communities.  This contrasted with the many requests we have had from Black African groups who have been relatively successful.  We were interested to find out why these communities were under represented in our grant making.

What we did

The BME Development Officer interviewed 23 groups from these three communities who had not approached us for funding, and 10 groups whose clients included people from these ethnic groups who had been funded by us.  The comparison of the two kinds of group is useful in highlighting aspects of an organisation that makes it a more successful fund seeker.

What we learnt

What were the similarities? 

Most of the groups’ clients were from one ethnic community.  Most worked locally, covering one borough, and most had been established for more than ten years.  The majority were registered charities and had large management committees of over 10 members.  They delivered similar services such as helping clients fill out benefit forms; running supplementary schools; and putting on cultural and social events.  

When asked about their experience of funders, both types of group expressed the belief that successful groups knew the ‘right’ people who helped them access funds.  They had been given similar reasons at rejection by funders, such as their project not fitting the funding criteria, or there was not enough money to fund them, or their project was not well planned. 

Most of the groups mentioned the lack of time and experienced staff to fill out application forms as barriers for them in filling out applications.  None of the groups said that language was a barrier to applying.

Funding was a concern for all the organisations and they were particularly concerned with either finding or maintaining premises and money to pay volunteer expenses. 

And the differences? 

The CF-funded organisations had larger incomes for the most part, and staff and premises.  These organisations had developed a number of policies and procedures to cover their management practices.  Many of the non CF-funded groups ran on their constitution as their single policy document.  

The CF-funded organisations had been in contact with on average seven different funders.  About half of the non CF-funded groups had either had no contact with funders or contact with just one, which tended to be their local authority.   The CF-funded organisations claimed a high success rate of 80% with funders and put this down to well-planned projects; seeking support from second tier agencies; experienced management committees and staff; and finding the right funder for the project.  The reason for lack of success in finding funds with the non CF-funded group was mainly put down to a lack of knowledge about funders or how to go about applying.  These groups survived on volunteer support and donations from local businesses.

The frustrations with funders mentioned by the CF-funded organisations included lengthy forms, monitoring requirements and the lack of long term funding.  They also mentioned the lack of constructive feedback after a rejection which did not enable them to improve their applications and thus their chances in the future.

More than half of the non CF-funded groups had either no contact or contact with one other organisation.  The CF-funded organisations worked with a variety of organisations.  Most of these had a good relationship with their local second tier agency where they went for funding advice.  These local relationships seemed as prevalent as those with specialist BME agencies, although connections with these groups were also reported.  They were much warmer in their comments about the second tier, whilst the non CF-funded groups were much more suspicious of them and their possible motives for offering support.  

The non CF-funded organisations mentioned the fragmentation of their communities as a potential challenge for them.  They specifically mentioned inter-generational strife as an area of concern.  As much of their funding and support came from within the community in terms of money from small businesses and volunteers, anything that threatened its cohesion could be seen as a threat to their survival.  

The CF-funded organisations were concerned about improving the quality of their management and maintaining their core funding. 

Conclusion

This research has enabled us to explore BME groups at different stages of development, and gave us some clues as to what helps organisations move from a small volunteer run community group to a professionally run organisation.  Essentially many of the groups have started at the same time and offer similar services.  However, at some point the larger organisations have decided to develop links with other voluntary and statutory sector agencies, and, most importantly, have marketed themselves successfully to funders.

How it changed us

Our initial theories about why these communities did not approach us were disproved, namely that language was a barrier, and the communities do not apply for Lottery funding due to religious prohibition.  As a result of this, we decided not to go forward with a project to produce materials in other languages.  Some work still needs to be done on reassuring organisations that we fund religious organisations for welfare activity.  However, only one unfunded organisation believed that this was the reason they were unsuccessful.  

We considered doing more targeted outreach to these smaller groups, however, the fact that they did not have management systems in place would make it unlikely they would be successful as they stand.  Their relative isolation from the voluntary sector and other agencies locally also makes them unattractive.  We think as a first step they should develop stronger links with those agencies to help prepare their organisation for funding, should they want to apply in future.

We recommend that since contact with second-tier agencies seems to be a characteristic which distinguishes a small group likely to be successful from one that is not successful, a screening question about this could be asked at assessment and advice given accordingly.

2.  Pre Application Support

BME voluntary sector infrastructure development has been a priority for London for the last two years and we have been unable to meet our spending target.  Small BME led groups have consistently lower success rates when it comes to accessing our funding.  We wanted to see if some targeted pre -application support could help.

What we did

Re-application Support 

The BME Development Officer visited 19 organisations referred to him by grant officers who had been rejected more than once and had major problems with their applications.   About half of these had applied to our medium grant 
programme where less feedback is given to applicants. The officer also offered to look at drafts of applications before they were re-submitted – 7 organisations took him up on his offer.  

As a result of this intervention, 7 groups were successful, 9 did not apply and 3 were rejected again.  One of the rejected groups had submitted their draft application for feedback but did not take up the advice that was offered, and re-submitted a proposal close to their original application.  

Outreach

London’s Outreach Officer has run a series of one-day workshops with second tier agencies over the past year.  The agencies have either been locally based in the borough or worked London wide. The workshops have been targeted at small BME led organisations, and we have worked in boroughs that have a high level of deprivation, an ethnically diverse population but have not been as successful as others in getting Community Fund awards.  It was hoped that participants would access further one to one support after the workshop from the agency, if they wanted to make an application.

Almost a year later, we evaluated the initiative by contacting participants who came to one of four events.  We wanted to find out if they had gone back to the agency, and if the workshop had improved their chances of success.  We attempted to speak to about 75 participants but only managed to speak to 25. This was due to either invalid contact details or no reply to our calls.   

Of the 25 organisations contacted:

9 had applied

5 were successful

3 were unsuccessful

1 was awaiting a decision

11 organisations were still intending to apply

What we learnt

Both interventions resulted in higher success rates, at 55% for the assessment workshops and 70% for the re-application support, than our average success rate, at 34%.  Information and support do result in better applications and a greater chance of success.  This support does not necessarily have to be delivered by Community Fund staff.  All of the successful groups who applied after the workshops went back to the agency we had been working with to get further help.  All of these groups also accessed Community Fund written material to help them with their application.  

Pre-application support does not result in more applications.  Over half of those responding after the outreach workshops have not applied yet.  It is unlikely that those intending to apply will make much use of the advice given to them almost a year earlier.  The majority of groups offered re-application support did not go on to apply.  We draw two conclusions from this.  Many of those attending the assessment workshops may not have seriously considered putting in application or under estimated the amount of work required.  Some of those receiving re-application support may have concluded that there was too much work to do to put in another application.  

We also concluded that organisations stand a better chance of getting funded if they have applied before.  All of those who were unsuccessful after the workshop were applying for the first time.

How it changed us

We have improved our assessment processes and feedback to groups.  The consistent complaint to our BME Development Officer was incomplete feedback, particularly at the first stage of assessment in the medium grant programme
.  We used to write to groups with the first reason for rejection without telling them that there may be other failings with their proposal.  So the groups would put right the problem, only to be turned down for another reason.  We now give fuller feedback and encourage them to seek help from their local second tier agency.  We also run a seminar for those who have failed at the second stage of the medium grants programme.  

Next year, we will be running assessment workshops with second tier agencies with the explicit expectation that further one to one support will be given after the workshop to those intending to apply.   

3.  The effect of the Grant Management Intervention

What we did

The one to one support from the two grant officers has focussed on financial procedures, employment issues and project planning.  An early finding was that management committees frequently seemed unsure of their responsibilities for the project so grant officers clarified this with them.  

We have also run some peer learning sessions on monitoring and evaluation.  This involved grant officers from the London office nominating other grant holders who demonstrated good practice in monitoring and evaluation.  Pilot groups who wished to visited these ‘experts’ to learn from their experience.  This has proven to be very useful as the groups were able to see some practical systems in place and to discuss how they might incorporate them into their own organisation. 

The two grant officers have also been referring groups onto second tier agencies, if they felt this was more appropriate either because they did not have the specialist skills or the help requested was to help the organisation generally rather than help them to deliver the Community Fund project. 

We evaluated the project in these terms:

· Disputes – did the intervention reduce the number of disputes? 

· Compliance – did the intervention improve the rate of return of monitoring reports and accounts? 

· Capacity – was the internal capacity of the organisation strengthened as a result of the intervention?
Disputes

Disputes typically arise when a group breaches our terms and conditions.  This leads to suspension of grant payment until the matter is resolved.  We wanted to reduce the number of disputes, but also the time it took to resolve them, and see if we could prevent them from occurring.

What we learnt

We compared the percentage of disputes in the pilot groups with similar size groups managed by the rest of the office over the same period.  Internal disputes are those raised by grant staff, and external are those raised by people outside the office, often connected to the group or the community.  

	Group
	No of grants
	No of disputes
	%. of disputes
	Resolved
	Average timescale for resolution 
	Dispute type

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Internal
	External

	Pilot 
	50
	5
	10%
	3
	17 weeks
	2
	3

	Rest of Office 
	161
	14
	8.7%
	7
	27 weeks
	13
	1


As we can see the percentage of disputes was slightly higher in the pilot group.  This may be expected as some of these groups were identified as high risk at the outset of the grant. The types of disputes were different.  With the control group the problems tended to be technical issues with constitutions, non-return of monitoring forms and unsuccessful completion of projects.  With the pilot groups the disputes seemed more serious and included financial mismanagement and possible fraud.  More were generated by external complainants and it may be that those complainants were using the Community Fund as a referee in internal wrangling.  However, all the disputes were proven on investigation.  

The disputes were resolved more quickly in the pilot group and those unresolved are currently with external bodies for a final decision.  

The disputes in the pilot group revealed much more deep-rooted problems and required much greater co-operation from the group as a whole to resolve them.  

The grants officers working with the groups in the pilot prevented a further four disputes from occurring.  These problems seemed to stem from conflict within the management committee, or between the management committee and staff.  Often all that was required was the development or implementation of policies or procedures. We reiterate the importance of procedures and especially their implementation.  They may not completely protect against disputes, but they do increase confidence in the governance of the organisation.    

How it changed us

Although disputes in the control group were more common, the grant officers successfully prevented some disputes occurring.  Therefore we think that early intervention does prevent disputes arising and can help limit their escalation when they do occur.    Dispute resolution should actively involve the management committee as members may hold the key to a lasting solution.  Any action plan should be followed up by Community Fund staff to ensure changes have been implemented.    

Compliance

What we learnt

We compared the return rate for various pieces of monitoring information (e.g. annual accounts, reports on project progress) for the pilot group and a control of fifty organisations that had a similar income size to the pilot group.

On average the monitoring information was 2.5 days late for the pilot group and for the control group it was about 5 weeks late.  The control group did reveal some extremes with some very late, whilst the pilot group was quite consistent. The outstanding piece of information tended to be accounts in both groups.   

How it changed us

The intervention clearly made a difference to the prompt return of monitoring information.  This is not a minor achievement as much grant officer time is spent chasing up this information and lack of compliance can lead to disputes and thus delays in project completion.  We will want to use this finding as a performance indicator for any agency undertaking grant holder support with us in the future.

Capacity Building

With our consultant evaluator, Annabel Jackson, we developed an evaluation tool that attempted to establish a baseline of capacity with the 48 groups in the pilot, so that at the end of the project we could retest to see if there had been any change.  We used the tool with groups similar to the pilot organisations and whom we had made grants to after the start of the BME project and re-tested them at the end of the project.   We also used the tool with 33 other grant holders with a similar profile who we had no contact with.  

Thus we had two types of control group, one with organisations where we had done a ‘before’ and ‘after’ test (control group 1), and one where we just did an ‘after’ test (control group 2).  Control group 1 would allow us to tell if just the application of the tool itself would result in greater capacity.

What we learnt

Methodological Issues

The analysis showed that the scoring on the first round with the pilot groups had been too lenient so the baseline was set at a level that was too high.  We could see that the initial scores for the pilot group were much higher than for the comparable group, control group 1 at the before stage.  As they had similar organisational profile, we would expect the scores to be closer.   

The two grant officers delivering the support administered the test initially.  This caused a confusion of roles for them, on the one hand they were trying to develop a trusting relationship with the groups, and on the other they were trying to conduct an audit.  So it was perhaps not surprising that they gave the groups a positive score.  Secondly, this was an attempt at a new kind of relationship with the groups who may have been understandably suspicious of our motives for asking these questions.  Some of the questions were unlikely to encourage a totally honest response, if asked by a funder, such as ‘Is all the money accounted for?’ and some anticipated a ‘yes’ response.  We did find on subsequent investigation that in a few cases not all the money was accounted for, but this was only after the grant officers had done a more thorough audit not as a result of the tool.  For these reasons, the analysis of the scores from the tool showed that the change across time was small. 

The control groups were not directly comparable with the pilot groups.  Although they had a similar income profile, they had at least as much support from their second tier agencies as the pilot groups.  This suggests that they receive plenty of support which reduces their value as a control group.  

Results of the Analysis

In comparison with the control groups when just comparing the ‘after’ tests, the pilot groups had a slightly overall higher score in all 10 of the 11 subject areas
 covered by the tool.  The exception is service delivery.   The pilot group had a higher average (mean) ‘after’ score in all of the areas.  This suggests that the BME project improved the capacity of the participating groups to deliver their projects.  

The change over time analysis (“before” and “after” test) is less useful because of the leniency problem referred to above.  The percentage of the group that improved was higher for the control groups in every area except financial control.  The two areas of greatest change for the control groups were the areas of outcomes and service delivery, suggesting the usual process of learning through doing.  The top three areas of greatest change for the pilot group were financial control, administration and project planning.  These were all areas that the grant officers worked on throughout the project.  This seems to indicate that intervention has had an impact in these difficult areas of governance.  

How it will change us

Our experience has shown us that it is very difficult, if not impossible, for a funder to have a totally open relationship with its grant holders as they will naturally be guarded towards funders.  We think it is more appropriate for development agencies to take forward grant holder support.  However, we believe that capacity building is most useful when focussed on a few areas that help the organisation deliver their projects.  Although our evaluation tool did not do all that we needed it to, it was helpful to have a before and after measure to understand the difference an intervention makes, and we will be encouraging agencies to use one to evaluate their work.     

What we learnt about the different kinds of intervention

We asked the groups for their views on what was most helpful for them in terms of intervention.

The one to one support

Groups appreciated the explanations about reporting cycles and requirements provided by grant officers.  This de-mystified the process and helped them plan.  The grant officers brought the groups back to their original application forms so they were clear about what we would be expecting them to report on.  This was particularly helpful to new project staff who had not been in post when the application had been written.  

The grant officers focussed on ensuring that policies and procedures were in place, particularly financial controls.  This was valuable to some groups where there was a gap between written policy and actual practice.  A few groups mentioned that the support given had made an impact on how they recorded the use of their services.  

The grant officers signposted groups to second-tier agencies if they felt more in-depth support was needed.  This increased the groups’ contact with independent agencies, and one or two respondents thought they had been able to be more specific in their requests for help and had thus got a better service.  

Many groups said they felt the grant officers became like friends and less like inspectors which some feared they might be at the outset.  A couple mentioned the regular contact by phone established by one officer helped to develop a useful dialogue. 

The evaluation tool

Some groups thought that this was helpful in pointing out what structures and policies the organisation should have in place.  It acted like a prompt for them so they could seek help on areas in which they were weak.

Training

We ran a two-day training session to help the groups develop a strategy for the continuation of their project and more specifically a draft funding proposal.  The first day was spent starting to develop the proposals, and then they had to complete their bids on their own, and on the second day, some weeks later, present them to grant officers from Community Fund and Comic Relief.  They received feedback on their work, including the likelihood of their success.  

Many respondents enjoyed and valued the training, especially as they had a product at the end that they could develop and use in the future.  We hoped that this would give them a good start in their exit strategies and certainly the final evaluation shows that the pilot groups have on average planned more future applications than the control groups.  

We also ran five peer learning sessions.    The feedback afterwards showed that the participants had valued the practical aspect of the session and the chance to network with colleagues from the other organisations.

Future of the Programme

The London office has learnt a great deal about small BME voluntary organisations through this programme and has been developing a scheme that would allow it to continue in another form.  Now we wish to broaden this initiative to include more mainstream small organisations, while continuing to give BME organisations priority.  The aims of the new scheme are two-fold: to support smaller organisations to complete their projects and extend their capacity; and to continue our learning about effective ways to support small organisations. 

Recently we have asked for proposals from appropriate agencies that would work in partnership with us to deliver this support.  We hope to make two grants, at most, in June this year. The two areas of delivery we are looking for are:

1. Project delivery support

This would involve tailored support to small, high-risk grant holders, focusing on those areas that are the greatest threat to performance.  We are interested in this group because we want to continue to make high-risk grants but we want to protect our investment also.  The support would ensure the grant holders could deliver high quality services and report confidently on their outcomes.  These groups would not be exclusively from BME communities, as we believe that the issues affecting groups in the pilot are common across all small groups.

2. Strategic financial planning

This would be a support package that will help smaller but relatively stable groups (in terms of finance and staff) to broaden their sources of funding.  This intervention would be less about protecting our investment and more about lowering our own barriers to exit.  We want to address the issue of core funding for BME groups in particular, and help them develop some financial strategies so that they are not solely reliant on volatile trust funding, such as ours.   

Conclusion

We have learnt a great deal about BME led small groups and believe many of their issues are shared by all small groups.  The biggest impact should be on our grant management and we are confident that the new arrangements with second tier agencies will bring great benefit to our future grant holders and us.  We hope that this work will continue to inform the new lottery distributor and other funders.
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� The CF has two grant programmes – main grants for applications up to £250,000 and medium grants for projects costing less than £60,000.  The medium grants programme has a quicker turnaround and lighter touch monitoring than the main grant programme.


� First stage checks legal eligibility and financial health


� 11 areas: Project Planning, Project Budgeting, Financial Controls, Financial Reporting, Recruitment, Management, Governance, Service Delivery, Administration, Outputs, Outcomes





