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SCVO’s State of the Sector Survey 2012 
November 2012 forecast report 
 
 
Each year, SCVO asks its members and wider stakeholders what they think the next year holds 
for their organisation and the sector as a whole.  403 respondents (2011: 275 respondents) from 
a range of third sector organisations completed this year’s State of the Sector survey.  
 
Respondents this year still cite funding as their main concern but instead of last year’s focus on 
cuts, the recession and staff redundancies, respondents’ main concerns this year were around 
coping with increased demand for services, competition for limited resources and the need to 
invest in new services. 
 
 

Insights 
 

 Last year, the sector cut its operations to cope with the drop in incoming resources by 
reducing staff costs and hours, redundancies and mergers. 

 The sector now appears to be shifting into planning mode, to align its limited activities to 
best meet the increase in demand as a result of recession and welfare cuts. This includes a 
greater emphasis on using volunteers. 

 Despite an increase in the number of organisations that appear to be more comfortable now 
with the prospects for their organisation, most organisations still see themselves working 
within an increasingly tough environment. 

 For those organisations working specifically on welfare, it is clear from this research that 
their most important focus is on the people they work with. 

 

Key facts 
 

 Three quarters of charities expect demand for services to continue to increase 
significantly over the next year  

 With 80% of welfare cuts still to come, 63% of charities and third sector organisations 
will be affected by welfare reform 

 81% of third sector organisations expect the financial situation for the sector to worsen in 
the next 12 months 

 

The key findings 
 

 Half of respondents stated that over the last year their organisation had stayed the same 
size, a third said they had grown and just under one fifth said they had reduced in size. 

 In general, last year’s predictions accurately reflected what the sector saw, with the 
exception of expenditure and staffing increasing more than predicted.  In addition, 
competition for resources was high, but not as bad as expected. 

 Many respondents (45%) expect the financial situation for themselves to stay the same, but 
81% expect the situation for the wider sector to worsen. 

 Demand for services is expected to continue to increase significantly over the next year 

 Competition for resources is also expected to increase significantly, although at slightly 
lower levels than last year.  Note also that competition over the last year was high, but 
turned out not to be at the levels predicted in 2011. 

 Collaboration with other organisations is expected to increase, at a higher level than 
predicted in previous years. 



 

 Expenditure is expected to increase, with respondents forecasting a continuation of the 
increased expenditure reported this year. 

 Staff numbers and staff hours are expected to increase. 

 80% of respondents say they are planning new services or projects. 
 

Welfare Reform findings 
 

 63% of respondents said that they would be either directly or indirectly affected by welfare 
reform.   

 
Responses can be split into two main themes: 
 
1. Concerns about the impact of welfare reforms on the people that organisations work with  
2. Concerns about organisations capacity to meet the increased demand for services  

 

The last 12 months 
 
Respondents reported another mixed year, but there was a slight improvement on last year: 
31% saw growth (2011: 30%) and half of respondents (51%, 2011: 45%) said their organisation 
stayed the same size.  Only 18% said they had reduced in size, an improvement on last year’s 
25%. 
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What people predicted would happen in 2011 versus what they reported 
happened retrospectively 
 
In general, the predictions people made in last year’s forecast were accurate. 
 

 Demand for services: increased significantly, just below predicted levels 

 Competition for resource: increased significantly, but below predicted levels 

 Collaboration with other organisations: increased significantly, in line with predictions 
 
 
The two key areas which did not behave in line with predictions were: 
 

 Expenditure: increased far more than predicted 

 Staffing (number of staff and staff hours): also increased for more organisations than 
predicted 
Note: these two issues are likely to be closely linked. 
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The next 12 months 
 

Financial situation 
 
Generally, respondents remain very concerned about the financial situation for the third sector, 
but are slightly more positive about the financial situation for their own organisations. 
 
Only 14% of respondents see the financial situation for their own organisation improving, but 
this is up from 10% in 2011.  The number of respondents expecting their own financial situation 
to remain the same is 45% (2011: 46%), and there was a slight drop in those who thought 
things would worsen for them (42%, down from 45% in 2011). 
 
Most respondents remain very pessimistic about the financial situation for the third sector in 
Scotland with 81% thinking things would worsen, 18% thinking it would stay about the same, 
and only 1% thinking it would improve. 
 
Most respondents also remain pessimistic about the general economic situation in Scotland, but 
the number who think it will worsen has dropped from 75% to 62%, and there has been a slight 
increase in those who think it will improve (4%, up from 3% in 2011) and those who think it will 
remain the same (34%, up from 21% in 2011). 
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Comparison of 2012 responses against 2011 responses 

 

 
Demand and capacity 
 
This year, most respondents overwhelmingly predicted that they would see: 
 

 Competition for resources increase  

 Demand for their services increase  

 Collaboration with other organisations increase 

 Expenditure increase 
 
Respondents had more mixed predictions around volunteers, paid staff, staff hours and staff 
pay.  Most people felt these would stay the same or increase, but a significant minority also 
predicted decreases. 
 
It is useful to note that predictions remain very close to last year’s, particularly around demand 
for services.  However, although respondents remain very concerned about competition for 
resources there was a small drop in the number respondents who thought competition would 
increase, and a small jump in the numbers expecting collaboration to increase.   
 
Respondents this year were also much more likely to predict increases in expenditure, perhaps 
reflecting their experiences over the past year. 
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Planned activities 
 
Respondents are in the main taking positive steps over the coming year, with an emphasis on 
new projects, new partnerships, income source development, business development, and 
increased capacity.  Very few are considering closure. 
 
80% of respondents said that they are planning to develop new services or projects in the next 
year, up from 66% last year. 
 
76% said that they would be developing new income sources, down from 86% last year. 
 

 

 

 

  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Develop new services / projects

Develop new income sources

Increase reserves

Use reserves

Increase capacity

Focus on business development

Join a new partnership or consortium

Restructure

Merge with another body

Wind up / close down

Is your organisation planning to do any of the following 
over the next 12 months? 



 

What is the single most important issue currently facing organisations? 

 
“Increases in demand for the services and yet no increase in financial resources from funding bodies and 
in many cases actual reductions” 
 
“Coping with increasing demand for services with limited income/income not increasing to cope with 
demand and increased needs and responsibilities. Cuts to grants having a major impact at the frontline.” 
 
“Welfare benefits reform, we are an advice agency struggling to cope with the demand for our services” 
 
“Stand Still Budget from Government and Council. This will be the third year of a standstill budget with 
all other cost rising” 
 
“Lack of security - Core funding has gone from previous 3 year funding to annual, this has a massive 
knock on effect on the ability to plan ahead and makes it difficult if not impossible to attract other 
funding. Also retaining staff is an issue and recruitment is a huge problem as experienced staff are not 
moving from existing positions.” 
 
“Need for increase in core funding and premises - without core resources to recruit and retain 
volunteers our service will stay the same or decrease” 
 
“Local government funding which makes up for approximately 45% of our income is only awarded on a 1 
year basis making it impossible to plan, enter into contracts and have confidence we can continue to 
provide services into the future” 
 
“Diversifying income streams to maintain our current level of service.  Developing new services in a 
climate of reducing resources” 
 
 
As expected, funding was once again by far the most important single issue facing 
organisations.  This year, ‘the recession’ was not mentioned as much, but respondents remain 
very concerned about reduced or stand-still funding, and also made particular reference to: 
 

 Difficulty securing core funding 

 Short-term funding, and the difficulty to forward plan 

 The need to invest in developing new services 

 The need to develop new sustainable income sources 

 Less reliance on a single funder 
 
The second most important issue this year increased demand – ‘Less funding, increased 
demand’ and ‘increased demand’ was cited by 27 respondents as their primary concern.    
 
Welfare reform was of particular concern, with many respondents expecting demand for their 
services to increase, and many raising concerns about the impact of changes to the wellbeing of 
vulnerable people. 
 
The flip-side of welfare reform is that some respondents felt that people would be less able to 
afford the services they provide, resulting in both a reduction in organisation’s ability to generate 
funding, and also in service users with reduced incomes being able to access services with a 
cost, even at reduced/subsided rates e.g. social events. 
 



 

Other key themes were: 
 

 Sustainability 

 Uncertainty 

 Lack of capacity  

 Competition for reduced resources 

 Staff shortages 
 
Staffing issues, including staffing shortages and difficulty recruiting good staff on low wages 
were cited by 14 respondents.  It is notable that although staffing remains a concern, there were 
less references to redundancies and the resulting low staff morale.  
 
Volunteering moved up to second place, with many organisations finding it difficult to recruit, 
motivate and support volunteers.  Lack of funding to train volunteers, a shortage of long-term 
and experienced staff, as well as overstretched Boards were included under Volunteering. 
 
The following wordcloud summarises the relative frequency of words used in response to the 
question “What is the single most important issue currently facing organisations?” 
 

 

Area of concern 

Frequency of 

mentions as key 

issue 

This year's 

ranking 

Last year's 

ranking 

Funding (general) 84 1 1 

Volunteers 20 2 10 

Sustainability 20 3 6 

Welfare reform 18 4 11 

Less funding, increased demand 16 5 new 

Capacity/resources 16 6 3 



 

Staff and staff costs 14 7 2 

Public sector: reduction in funding 13 8 16 

Other 13 9 19 

Funding – core funding 12 10 new 

Income generation / enterprise 12 11 7 

Funding - Short-term funding 11 12 new 

increased demand 11 13 4 

Competition 10 14 9 

Public sector:  need to improve 

relationships / working practices 8 15 new 

Economic situation / recession 8 16 17 

Developing new services/ business 7 17 new 

Restructuring 6 18 new 

Communication / publicity 6 19 15 

Uncertainty 6 20 13 

Premises 4 21 new 

contracts  4 22 18 

Keeping services affordable 3 23 new 

Local authority funding 3 24 5 

membership & participation 3 25 12 

leadership 2 26 8 

(blank) 

   Grand Total 330 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Welfare Reform 
 
Every year, the SCVO Sector Forecast takes the pulse on a topical issue for the sector.  This 
year the forecast asked questions around the issue of Welfare Reform aiming to get an 
overview of the potential numbers of organisations who would be impacted by welfare reforms, 
the types of impact people expected to see (or were already experiencing) and also the types of 
welfare related activities being carried out by the sector. 
 

 63% of respondents said that they would be either directly or indirectly affected by welfare 
reform.   

 28% felt that they would not be affected, and 9% did not know. 
 

 

 

Welfare-related activities  
A large number of organisations are either involved in providing direct support to people around 

welfare reform, or in helping their clients by providing information about support available to 

them. 

 81% of organisations provide general information and advice around welfare  

 69% of organisations who carry out welfare-reform related activities either provide direct 
support around welfare and benefits advice or they help signpost people to other 
sources of support 

 57% of organisations said they provide direct crisis support, or help signpost people to 
crisis support – this includes food banks, emergency shelters, emergency grants etc. 
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How will welfare reforms impact on your organisation?  Are they already having 
an impact? 
 
The following Wordcloud represents the relative frequency of words used in response to the 
question “How will welfare reforms impact on your organisation?  Are they already having an 
impact?” 
 
Responses can be split into two main themes 
 
1. Concerns about the impact of welfare reforms on the people that organisations work with  

2. Concerns about organisations capacity to meet the increased demand for services  
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The high number of detailed responses to this question (190 out of a possible 234), and their 

content show that levels of concern in the sector around welfare reform is very high.  

Responses 

“Increased demand for services and people presenting with complex financial situations and facing 

significantly more hardship.  As a homelessness organisation we can already see the impact of housing 

benefit reform with particular negative impact on young people, those with low incomes, those in the 

private rented sector.  As an accommodation provider ourselves, we are vulnerable to significant cuts to 

housing benefit making it harder to sustain our residential work without cutting costs (staffing and other 

value).” 

“Increased demand and concerns from service users. DWP not providing advice or support which means 

more people are coming to our organisation in desperate need.” 

“We are already being overrun so that we are struggling with the existing case load of ESA appeals. We 

offer a range of services that are now all under stress. The local authority will not give us additional 

resources and offers a similar service for ESA that is restricted to council housing tenants. It prefers to 

keep its own employees and claim there is sufficient capacity locally - there isn't!” 

“Many of the people this organisation work with are currently being assessed for the new universal 

credit. This is causing great anxiety and in some cases a worsening of the condition / disability. This in 

turn leads to lower self-confidence and causes motivational problems. This has led to a positive 

outcome from this project breaking down and has resulted to a 'revolving door' where the client then 

returns to this organisation for more support.” 



 

“Already having an impact.  Either with calls from being directly affected by the cuts and by our 

volunteers being affected and having to justify their volunteer role and the potential for having to 

withdraw to increase seeking work activity. This is also having an impact on their ability to manage their 

long term condition.” 

“Many stroke survivors rely on welfare income and many find this source of income is being withdrawn 

or reduced.  They are experiencing stressful and inaccurate assessments for welfare support.  This is 

causing distress, delaying recovery and leading to increased demand for support, including our welfare 

grants.” 

“We work with people who have mental ill health and dementia.  As the benefits are withdrawn from 

our clients, many are being forced to look for work.  The way the current benefits assessments are 

carried out, mental health and the issues people face are not taken into account.  This has resulted in 

people who previoulsy were doing quite well mentally, becoming increasing unwell and in some cases 

very ill as a direct result of the pressures put on them through benefit cuts.” 

“Specifically we do a lot of work with volunteers with mental health problems previously on incapacity 

benefits.  We are already seeing many deteriorate in health significantly at prospect of ATOS interviews, 

and others who have lost benefits.  In many cases people are withdrawing from volunteering for fear of 

being seen as fit for work. Volunteering is a health sustaining activity for many and the combination of 

workless ness, combined with withdrawal of purposeful activity through volunteering is deeply 

damaging.” 

“It is the most common enquiry within our organisation, with clients looking for advice, negotiation and 

representation from our staff/volunteers.      The impact is enormous, a typical case can last anything 

from 9 - 15 months.” 

“Welfare reform will increase homelessness, at a time when Scottish Government policies over the past 

10 years were managing to reduce it.  This will increase the need for volunteer-based responses to meet 

people's basic needs, such as starter packs for homeless households and foodbanks.  This is already 

happening. 

 

ISSUES FOR ORGANISATIONS 

 

ISSUES FOR CLIENTS/  
SERVICE USERS 
 
 

Increased demand: most respondents expect 

welfare reforms to increase the number of 

people needing their services, with many 

already seeing an increase in enquiries. 

 

Mental health: A large number of  responses 

focus on the mental wellbeing of clients – in 

particular the need to provide support to 

people experiencing stress and depression 

resulting from changes or anticipated 

changes to their benefits. 

 

Increasingly complex enquiries: 

respondents also reported that clients are 

starting to come to them with more complex 

Children & Families: Responses also 

focussed on the negative impact on families, 

in particular those on very low incomes, and 



 

 

ISSUES FOR ORGANISATIONS 

 

ISSUES FOR CLIENTS/  
SERVICE USERS 
 
 

issues than before, requiring more staff time to 

support them. 

concerns were raised about increased risk of 

family breakdown and domestic violence 

resulting from increased financial pressures. 

 

Lack of capacity for other aspects of their 

work:  as a result of increased demand and 

increased complexity of support needs, many 

organisations report that they are less able to 

spend time on other aspects of their work, e.g. 

policy, service development. 

 People with disabilities: many respondents 

raised concerns about the impact on people 

with disabilities/ impairments, both in terms of 

the stress caused by interviews and possible 

loss of benefits, but also the increased risk of 

exclusion due to lack of finances, access to 

transport, services cancelled. 

Drop in demand for some services: 

Although most organisations expect demand 

to increase, some organisations say they will 

see demand (and income) go down as less 

people use services with a cost attached e.g. 

cafes, room hire, social events, transport. 

Volunteering Unclear whether impact on 

volunteering positive (more people 

volunteering to gain employability skills) or 

negative (people less likely to volunteer if 

worried benefits will be removed). 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


