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This Insight Report is the culmination of six months of detailed
research. The research set out to discover how the relationship
between businesses and local communities – represented by
community groups and charities – can be improved to deliver benefit
on both sides of that relationship.
The research involved an online survey of 248 people from community groups, charities,
businesses local and central government; data and opinions from more than 100 hours of
interviews and facilitated face-to-face conversations. This material has been brought together
and shaped this Insight Report.
The outcome is a series of insights into the relationships which businesses, charities and
community groups have. There was clear evidence that a gap exists between the two sides in
terms of needs and wants, expectations and aspirations. Alongside this however, there was a
realisation within the research that local communities and charities have a tremendous amount
which they can contribute to businesses and which businesses could benefit and learn from.
Participants generally acknowledged that businesses do a good job in supporting local
communities and charities. However, probably the most significant finding of all is that; although
the vast majority of the participants acknowledged the existence of the gap in understanding and
empathy between businesses and communities no-one has yet solved the problem entirely.
There is evidence that efforts are already being made around the country, using a variety of
networking events, community co-ordinators and match-making initiatives (either through
organised events or via individuals dedicated to bringing partners together). However all
the stakeholders agree that it can be highly fragmented, occasionally unstructured and an
opportunity exists to dramatically improve relationships between businesses and communities.
Potential solutions were proposed and developed during the roundtable events. These were
scrutinised and tested, within the time available by experienced professionals from large
corporates, SMEs, local community groups and national charities, as part of the research. The
ideas – which are described in the last section of this Insight Report – were met with enthusiasm
and support.
It emerged that there is a real need for improved communications, between the parties and within
organisations themselves. Proposals for eliminating the gap in understanding between businesses
and community groups, and improving partnering to deliver positive outcomes, include; local
networking, the development of a nationally-based but regionally-represented brokerage service
and better signposting of the large amount of excellent information that already exists.
The findings of this Report, if developed and implemented intelligently, could bring a significant
and lasting improvement to the way in which businesses and community groups or charities come
together in the future to create a Partnership of Equals which bring lasting benefits to both sides.
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Introduction

Setting the scene

A comprehensive independent research project, commissioned by one
of the UK’s largest construction and facilities management companies,
investigated the relationship between communities and businesses.

The current model in context.
Business – Community – Charity Collaboration.

The objective was to discover more about the ways in which local community groups, regional
and national charities interact with businesses; and to see whether there was more that could be
done to improve any engagement models that currently exist.

There are two parties in any partnership. In this case
there is business on one side and a charity or community
group on the other. The classic model recognised
by most is that the business gives and the charity or
community group receives. Historically this giving has
been predominantly a financial transaction, but more
recently there has been a growing awareness of the
importance and value of in-kind support, services or

skills. Traditional business/ charity relationships have
been based (literally) on give-and-take.

248 COMPLETED SURVEYS

8 STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS

Although the landscape has changed significantly in the
past few years, there was clear evidence from Carillion’s
own experience that the benefits available to both
partners were not being maximised.

Research objective
Online surveys, in-depth interviews and two
roundtable events uncovered significant findings
across the topic area. The results of this threepart engagement are delivered in detail in this
INSIGHT REPORT. The objective of this report
is to provide anyone who is involved in starting,
developing or enhancing relationships between
communities and businesses with practical
suggestions and guidance, as well as reporting
the data outcomes from the research itself.

2 REGIONAL ROUNDTABLE EVENTS
How the research was undertaken

By raising awareness of the problems and
opportunities that so clearly exist, it is
hoped that both business and third sector
representatives will be able to develop the
ideas provided in these pages.

Sustainability engagement specialists IMS Consulting
(Europe) Ltd were commissioned to undertake a
research project to assess community group, charity and
businesses views on:
• the effectiveness of current business-community/
charity engagement partnerships

Quantitative and qualitative data was captured and
analysed to gain an overview of the key themes and
issues, using input direct from UK organisations
working on business-community/charity partnership
projects in local communities.
2

Telephone interviews with 8 key stakeholders;
representing businesses, charities and local
community groups. The purpose of this stage
was to check and expand upon the key themes
emerging from the survey and understand in
more detail some of the individual challenges
and opportunities stakeholders see in their own
community engagement partnerships.
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Two roundtable events, held in London and
Manchester, with representatives from businesses,
charities and community groups. The roundtables
presented the findings of the first two stages of
research and facilitated roundtable discussions on
the tools and resources needed to solve some of the
problems identified.

• what needs and aspirations stakeholders have for
working together
As a direct result of the work described in this
Insight Report, a Community Interest Company;
Partnership of Equals C.I.C was established. It exists
to deliver on some of the important work that has
been highlighted in the study as being required.

• what good looks like in terms of community
engagement partnerships
• what good looks like in terms of charity partnerships
• where improvements can be made to the
identification, setting up and running of partnerships
• what resources stakeholders need to make
partnerships and community projects successful
The research was split into three stages:
1
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An online survey, completed by 248 people
representing community groups, charities,
businesses, government contacts and nongovernment organisations working in this space.
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An overview of the research findings are presented in
the subsequent sections of this report.
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Research highlights
Have you worked on
business/community projects?

Mismatch

82% have

No

Yes

55%

of businesses
said it was a positive
experience

53%

of charities and
community groups
said it was a mixed
experience

Businesses don’t really
understand what community
groups and charities need

68% agree

Do you feel skills based volunteering could help your organisation?

52%

said it could
make a difference

20%

said it could

significantly improve their operations

Not sure

75% agree
91% agree
6

?

57% agree

Do businesses contribute enough
in the communities they work in?

58% No

Community groups and charities
don’t really understand how
businesses can help them

Working with communities on
local projects and initiatives
makes a business more successful
Working with communities can
benefit both the employees of
the business and the community
volunteers in developing new
skills and experience
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Which resources
would best help
community groups,
charities and businesses
work together more
effectively?
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Regional
matchmaking
events

1
2
3

National
matchmaking
web resource
Written
guides
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Existing mismatch
hampers success

Mismatch
There is a mismatch between what businesses offer
and what communities / charities want and need.

Businesses and community groups regularly work together but both
sides can feel slightly disappointed by the experience. The mismatch
springs from a lack of understanding of needs and wants on both
sides. Businesses aren’t always sure what community groups want and
community groups don’t always understand how best to harness the
skills and experience of the people working in businesses.
The results of the online engagement identified a
clear divide between what businesses thought they
were contributing to a partnership, and what charities
or community groups were receiving. Over threequarters of the respondents agreed that working with
communities on local projects and initiatives makes a
business more successful.

The views of businesses

However, in spite of these positive responses, the extent
of the mismatch between needs and wants becomes
very apparent when comparing the response to a
question: was the experience a good one? Over half the
businesses responding agreed it was, while over half the
charities disagreed, saying it was a mixed or negative
experience. Fifty-eight percent of all respondents said
businesses don’t contribute enough to the communities
they work in.

• Non-financial partnerships with charities and
community groups can be open-ended, pulling the
business into making commitments it didn’t originally
envisage

Further investigation of the issue, by way of detailed
interviews with eight stakeholders and the output
from the two Roundtable events confirmed the survey
findings. Charities, communities and businesses have
an idea of what they expect from the collaboration and
the benefits that they could gain. However, the analysis
shows that there is an obvious gap between what
businesses, charities and community groups think about
the benefits of their partnerships.
There is a big mismatch of expectations.

78%
8

• Some charities don’t understand how businesses
operate
• Many charities simply want financial contributions or
sponsorship

The views of charities and community groups
• Businesses tend to offer money, but lack real
involvement in projects
• Businesses see the relationship as one-way. They give,
the charity takes
• Businesses don’t understand, or acknowledge that
charities and community groups can provide skills,
knowledge and services back to the business
• Businesses tend to favour supporting larger, highprofile, charities
• Collaboration is sometimes simply a “box-ticking”
exercise

of community groups and charities agree there is a mismatch
between what businesses offer to local communities in terms
of support, and what they actually need.
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This often leads to a business thinking that a collaborative
project has been successful, whilst the community / charity
thinks the project has been problematic.

Key research takeout
One partnership - speaking different languages
Both parties expressed their feelings and concerns
about speaking a “different language”, which causes
misunderstanding and unfulfilled expectations.
Businesses and charities have a different way of operating
and both parties claim that sometimes communication
can be difficult. It’s perceived that charities don’t know
how businesses operate and businesses do not always
respect charities and treat them as equals.
Many stakeholders believe that if businesses are
emotionally involved in a specific project, because
the cause is close to their heart, it promotes better
engagement from both parties, which will translate
into a successful relationship/collaboration.

“We are divided by language.
We need to develop a common
language that we can all
understand.”
Julie Farrow
Hunts Forum (Charity)

“It needs to make emotional sense”
Lynn Sbaih, Give2Gain Timebank Stockport

Existing mismatch hampers success: Conclusion
The mismatching/misunderstanding between
businesses on the one hand, and charities and
community groups on the other, is a key theme in this
analysis. It has been prominent in the online survey, the
interviews and the Roundtable discussions. All parties
agree that the mismatch exists. There is a gap between
what each party expects from the other and what they

Partnership of Equals | INSIGHT REPORT

actually receive. This often hinders the development
of long-term and successful relationships.
Although the problem has already been identified
by many of the stakeholders who took part in
the research, the challenge lies in improving
communications and understanding.
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Survey data evidence

31%

of businesses agree that there is a mismatch between what
businesses offer to local communities in terms of support,
and what they actually need.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘There is a mismatch between what
businesses offer to local communities in terms of support, and what they actually need’

Effective collaboration
benefits both parties
A number of barriers to effective collaboration were identified during
the research, particularly as a result of the Roundtables and telephone
interviews. It became apparent during these dialogues that although both
parties really want the relationship to succeed, there were some important
gaps in each side’s understanding of the other’s operating procedures.
The research found that most larger charities employ
senior staff who have direct experience in working for
large corporates. In fact, large charities are likely to have
more knowledge of the workings of big business than
vice versa. It was also clear that smaller charities and
community groups frequently don’t appreciate the way
businesses operate, such as scheduling, commercial
agreements and delivery commitments

Business
“We want to support our local community.”
“We believe in charitable giving.”
“Our staff are enthusiastic about raising
money for charity.”

“We are proud to give all our employees
volunteering days.”

Community Group
“Volunteering is great, but there is also a cost
associated with that for us.”

“What we really need is some of your time to
help us with our business plan.”

“We looked for actual involvement to improve
their ROI but they weren’t interested.”

Large charities are completely familiar with media and
marketing. They understand how to pitch an opportunity
to potential business partners in a compelling way,
whereas smaller charities often need guidance in basic
business skills, both to help them communicate with
companies and also to aid in improving their own
communications.
There is a widening gap between small local charities
and large national charities, in terms of their ability
to; attract and retain business support, differentiate
themselves in an increasingly competitive market,
access to contacts in potential sponsor businesses and
understand what a business wants from a relationship.
Access to trained professional fund-raisers, marketing
staff and business relationship personnel is also
frequently an issue for smaller community organisations.
The flip side is that businesses often don’t appreciate the
value that engaging with a charity can bring.

“Can we come and paint your social centre?”
“Giving time is what we really appreciate and
it makes a significant difference.”

These benefits include; improved knowledge of the
opportunities and challenges within a local community,
better understanding of the local workforce, and access
to specialist skills, particularly relating to personnel and
HR issues, physical and mental health and wellbeing.
It appears that businesses can often treat charities and
community groups as minority partners, believing that
they have little to offer in return for the business’s support.

The research highlighted that
although financial donations
are important to charities and
community groups, provision
of skills-based volunteering is
viewed as one of the most valuable
aspects of charitable giving.

Businesses and charities/community groups have
similar ideas of what they would like to achieve from
collaborating with each other and how they could all
benefit. All agree that there are mutual benefits in
collaborating with another organisation. Businesses are
able to improve their reputation (the most mentioned
benefit claimed by businesses during the research),
which potentially leads to opportunities such as more
work locally.

“Are we working with a charity that matches
our own values?”

“We’re not really seeing the value we’d
expected from the relationship.”

10

“Some businesses do not necessarily find
it easy to grasp our community-focused
purpose; this can lead to different priorities
which unless openly discussed, can lead to
challenges and frustration.”
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91%

of respondents agree or strongly agree that working with
communities can benefit both the employees of the business and
the community volunteers in developing new skills and experience.
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The hidden knowledge of community groups

Effective collaboration benefits both sides equally
When done well collaboration can provide skills,
development and financial benefit for both
community groups / charities and businesses.

Charities also feel that they can usually offer a lot more
to businesses, In particular, they can offer support and
guidance for people in fields such as mental and physical
wellbeing, disabilities training, stress management,
dealing with bereavement and specialist consultancy
advice on the needs and wants of local communities.

Some very small and highly focused community groups
have realised the value and potential of their knowledge
of a locality or a special subject, and have begun to
partner with businesses who can benefit from this
information.

SHARING

SKILLS

COMMUNITY

KNOWLEDGE

EQUALITY

Key research takeout

LEARNING

ENCOURAGE

RESOURCES

Skills-based volunteering by business

BENEFITS
When asked what are the most
important things businesses
can help community groups and
charities with, ‘financial donations’
was the top choice. However, a
very close second place, almost
tied was ‘providing training and job
opportunities for under-employed
groups’. Third place was ‘providing
labour and physical skills’ and fourth
place ‘support in the development
of business plans for charities and
community organisations’

Many businesses are very well-placed to provide
the specialist support and skills that charities and
community groups are short of. Whether it is
volunteering to help build a business plan, assistance
with recruiting, guidance on finance or helping to
train community group volunteers in communicating,
marketing or public speaking, businesses are often a rich

12

“One of the best contributions
would be through offering
board membership matching
and training opportunities.”

COLLABORATE
DEVELOP

PARTNERS

CHARITY
CONTRIBUTE

Barbara Harbinson
Halifax Opportunities Trust

EXPERIENCE

TOGETHER

Effective collaboration benefits both parties: Conclusion

source of talent that can be loaned out to receptive local
groups. However, some charities found it challenging to
identify how they could be clear about the skills they
needed from business, and others found they could be
overwhelmed by ‘peak’ offers of volunteering, preferring
to have a regular ‘drip-feed’ over a longer, more
consistent timeframe.
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It is clear from the research that parties on either sides
of the relationship can probably benefit more than they
realised from working with each other - certainly all
showed willingness to collaborate. Businesses are keen
to help charities more than just by providing financial
support, however finding the right fit for the skills that
the business has available is often more difficult than
simply donating money.
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This is something that charities recognised too,
they had experiences where they have been chosen
by the company, however they realised quite soon
that the match wasn’t there. Charities can also
provide businesses with consultancy skills and
other services, so that the businesses could actually
benefit themselves by collaborating with charities
and community groups. Businesses are often not
aware of what they can get out of this collaboration,
apart from reputational benefits.
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Survey data evidence

75%

of respondents agree or strongly agree that working
with communities on local projects and initiatives makes
a business more successful.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘Working with communities
on local projects and initiatives makes a business more successful’

Greater understanding
maximises potential
For a collaborative project to be successful both sides need to assess,
recognise and communicate their needs and wants. The maximum
potential of the partnership needs to be explored. The resources, skills
and services of both sides should be laid out so the two organisations
can connect together in a way that maximises impact and benefits for
both sides - like lining up puzzle pieces to fit together.
Businesses, charities and community groups all agree
that while there is a mismatch of expectations, there are
also mutual benefits to be gained by all parties.

91%

It is important that all parties recognise their primary
needs and what they want from a potential collaboration
with another organisation. The research showed that
businesses, charities and community groups, while
keen to collaborate, are not always aware of what they
need and want from this relationship, which can cause
misunderstanding and unfulfilled expectations.
Better preparation prior to finding a partner could
avoid problems later on.

of respondents agree or strongly agree that working with
communities can benefit both the employees of the business and
the community volunteers in developing new skills and experience.

“Where it has worked well
the expectations and desired
outcomes from both partners
are identified at the start and the
initiative structured accordingly.”
Anon Charity

Recognise the needs and wants to maximise potential

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘Working with communities
can benefit both the employees of the business and the community volunteers in
developing new skills and experience’

Both businesses and community groups / charities need to
develop a better understanding of what the other party can
offer in order for collaborative projects to be more successful.
Develop mutual understanding
Stronger networking and communication
Better marketing of opportunities
Develop clear objectives

68%
14
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of respondents agree or strongly agree that businesses don’t
really understand what community groups and charities need.
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Key research takeout

Survey data evidence

Improving communications

68%

The research, and output from the subsequent
Roundtables, clearly indicates that there is plenty of
scope for communications to improve.
Several participants in the research – from both sides of
the partnership- explained that they had encountered
(mainly) smaller charities and community groups
whose grasp of the way business works was quite poor.
Simple courtesies and organisational skills, ranging from
being on time for appointments to acknowledging that
companies are in business to make a profit, were cited as
being lacking in many relationships.

Improve

of respondents agree or strongly agree that businesses don’t
really understand what community groups and charities need.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘Businesses don’t really
understand what community groups and charities need’

Communications

Greater understanding maximises potential: Conclusion
Businesses, charities and community groups recognise
that mutual benefits are there for everyone, however
they need to fill the mismatch gap which is preventing
successful relationship to happen. To do so, all parties
need to be, first of all, clear about their needs, their

requirements, their expectations and they also need
to know what they can actually offer to the other
partner during the collaboration. Communication is
a two-way process.

57%
CASE STUDY:

of respondents agree or strongly agree that community
groups and charities don’t really understand how businesses
can help them.

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: ‘Community groups
and charities don’t really understand how businesses can help them’

Engagement

One company, who take charitable giving very seriously
as part of responsible business, told of a charity that
they had selected to support by way of donations. The
partnership was promoted within the business and
employees encouraged to support the cause. However,
the company found the charity very difficult to engage,
there was no communication back and the relationship
was entirely one-sided.
All parties need to be very clear about what they can
offer, how they can collaborate and whether their profiles
actually fit with each other.

16
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Appropriate donation:
the contribution balance
Contribution of skills and experience is almost as important as financial contribution.
The most effective collaborations have a balance
between contributing skills and contributing money
that facilitates the delivery of an excellent project,
with learning and skills development achieved on
both sides of the partnership. Too much financial
contribution without skills contribution leads to
businesses benefitting little from the collaboration and
partnerships being weaker and short-lived. Conversely,
too much skills and experience contribution without
sufficient financial donation can be a burden on
community groups and charities, as often it costs
them money to bring business employees into their

organisation or deploy them on projects; particularly the
more traditional forms of volunteering, where teams of
employees are deployed for a short period to restore,
refurbish or repair community assets.
Participants in the research acknowledged that giving
and receiving financial support is extremely important.
Charities and community groups all agree that they
need money. However, there is a misconception held
by some businesses that helping charities via financial
contribution is sufficient. Money is important but this is
not the only way businesses can help charities.

Get the contribution balance right: Appropriate Donation
Contribution of skills and experience is as important as
financial donation. The most effective collaborations have
a balance between the two.

“[Partnerships] can tap into
knowledge / skills not held by
the community and they can help
overcome financial constraints.
Partnership should enable better
results.”

“It’s not about the money
but practical support and
what employees can learn two way street.”
Anon Charity

Anon Community Group

Appropriate donation:
the contribution balance:
Conclusion
Making a contribution that is appropriate to a
community’s needs is another essential element
that could make a potential collaboration
between businesses, charities and community
groups more worthwhile. Having clear objectives
from the outset, knowing what to expect from
collaboration with other organisations and
establishing the right type of contribution, based
on needs and requirements, makes for a positive
outcome for all parties.

SKILLS
COMMUNITY
ENCOURAGE
RESOURCES
EXPERIENCE

Key research takeout
Providing charities and community groups with skills
and helping them to be more business-like, testing
their business model, would help small charities and
community groups in achieving their aims, in an
increasingly competitive marketplace.
Many participants in the research felt that smaller
community groups would do well to adopt more
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PARTNERS
effective business principles and practices in order to
be successful. However, they haven’t traditionally had
the resources, skills and knowledge to do so. Meanwhile,
businesses are ideally-placed to provide that support,
which could range from specialist consultancy services,
financial planning, marketing and PR through to more
practical skills.

Partnership of Equals | INSIGHT REPORT

CHARITY
TOGETHER
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Survey data evidence

72%

of respondents say skills based volunteering would either
make a difference or significantly improve their operations.

CASE STUDY:
Working together

A small, local school community group needed additional
accommodation. It was felt that a builders’ cabin would
be suitable and plans were made to raise money to buy
and refurbish one, with the anticipated cost being around
£10,000. A local businessman volunteered his knowledge
of the construction industry, and his negotiating skills.
A firm willing to provide a cabin at significantly reduced
cost – as part of their own charitable contribution – was
persuaded to help and the community group got their
accommodation for a fraction of their anticipated budget.
The businessman had contributed his skills and the cabin
owners had helped by providing their expertise and
materials to solve the problem.

Do you feel skills based volunteering could help your organisation?

CASE STUDY:

Big 4 Professional Advisory Firm

Which of the following resources would best help community groups, charities
and businesses work together more effectively?

20
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This business consulting and financial advisory specialist
recognises the value that skills-based volunteering can
deliver, not purely to charities and community groups
but also to their own teams. They also understand
that services have a value and this value needs to
be recognised by both parties. To avoid open-ended
commitments to encourage clear communication and
manage expectations on both sides, the firm provides
charities with a “budget” to call off services. The firm
then works with the charity to select the type of support
– e.g. tax advice, accounting, HR support, business
planning, strategy etc – most suited to their needs. On
the company side, the firm runs the engagements in
the same was as standard client work, on a discounted
internal rate, thereby ensuring that a high standard
of support is delivered. The staff involved have time
acknowledged and their contribution assessed as if it
were a client project. This system encourages the charity
to provide a clear brief of what they need, gives them
a range of skills-based volunteering opportunities to
choose from, focuses on a deliverable outcome and
avoids the type of open- ended commitment to support
that some companies have identified as a potential pitfall.

Partnership of Equals | INSIGHT REPORT
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Developing a
Partnership of Equals
It’s not about give and take, but give and gain.
Getting businesses and community groups to really
understand what each has to offer the other, and that
there are gains to be had on both sides, is the ultimate
objective. Currently, neither side fully understands what
the other can offer, why they want to be in partnership
or how they operate. Community groups and charities
(particularly smaller, local organisations) often don’t
understand how businesses operate; their time
constraints structure and needs.

Key research takeout
A small number of business/community brokers (or
business connectors) were interviewed as part of the
research. It was significant that where a role existed, the
problems encountered and concerns raised elsewhere in
the research were not seen as material.

Business

The interviews conducted with stakeholders, the online
research and the Roundtable discussions all underlined
the willingness of all parties to collaborate, creating a
strong partnership and the desire to build a partnership
of equals. However, in practice the reality currently falls
short of the aspiration.

“The most sustainable solution to benefit
charities and business is to encourage
staff from business to develop longer term
relationship with local charities.”

“We get relationship benefit from both sides.”

Partnership of Equals
Businesses and community groups / charities need to
get to the point where they develop a ‘Partnership of
Equals’, with well planned collaborative projects that
deliver equal benefits for both sides.

“Recognising the assets that exist
inside both parts of organisations
and developing the assets
together. So in other words you
seek an equal relationship rather
than a relationship of inequality.”
Gary Copich
Peoples Voice Media
(Social Enterprise)

Developing a
Partnership of Equals:
Conclusion

What businesses could gain
Several of the smaller local community groups
interviewed possess a wealth of skills and knowledge
that companies could benefit from. This aspect of the
partnership has tremendous potential for businesses.
They need – and want – to understand more about
how communities in which they are present behave
and function, particularly as this may often be exactly

22

where their customers come from. Getting to properly
understand local cultures, wishes and concerns is vitally
important to the success of any business that takes
community engagement seriously. Yet the rich vein of
knowledge and experience present in even the smallest
local group is often overlooked.

Partnership of Equals | INSIGHT REPORT

The term Partnership of Equals was discussed
with the Roundtable audiences. It was agreed
that this should be the ultimate outcome of
any relationship between business and the
community, benefiting both parties.

Partnership of Equals | INSIGHT REPORT

An intermediary who understands the needs of a local
community and is well-connected with business can be
a very powerful asset in delivering the Partnership of
Equals.

Community Group
and Charities
“That’s a relationship of equals. We have
an issue, we have a problem, can you help
us resolve this problem, how would we
co-produce something together to ensure
that this consultation exercise works well
together and can be implemented well and
be measured.”

“Recognising the assets that exist inside
both parts of organisations and developing
the assets together. So in other words you
seek an equal relationship rather than a
relationship of inequality.”

“Creating the relationship and confidence
that they can contribute, there must
be a balance. If you want to be treated
professionally, I need to offer the same back.”

“Partnership of equals, I believe that’s what
we are striving for.”

Partnership of equals, I believe
that’s what we are striving for.”
Emma Brophy
CRASH (Charity)

23

THE SOLUTIONS

THE SOLUTIONS

Suggested new solutions
Our research shows that some issues exist with matching the right
businesses to the right charities. During the Roundtables, attendees
were given the results of the online research and encouraged to
discuss which solutions might be available:
a)

to fill the mismatching gap and

b)

to create strong and successful relationships
between charities/community groups and
businesses.

local networking and matchmaking events

2

online brokerage services

3

improving communication

Charities, community groups and businesses all agree
that there are not enough truly effective networking
events – leading to practical outcomes that move
relationships forward – and there is insufficient local
focus on engagement between parties. Organising local
events or local networking – aimed at specific calls to
action – would help to improve communication between
businesses and charities.
Larger businesses tend to work with large, national
charities. There is a big opportunity for smaller, local
community groups to become better known to
large businesses who have a local presence, through
networking events.
Small charities in particular need to build better contacts
with bigger businesses, in the spirit of encouraging the
Partnership of Equals. With increasing competition for
business support, largely as a consequence of cuts in
local government funding, many smaller charities are

Participants mainly talked about the importance of:
1

Effective matchmaking through local networking events
struggling. Also, with the gap widening between large,
media-aware, well-managed national charities and
smaller groups, the need for improved matchmaking
opportunities that help to promote the relevance of
supporting local initiatives is becoming more important
than ever.

Online or face-to-face?
During the latter stages of the research, the idea of
networking and matchmaking was developed with
participants in the telephone interviews and roundtables.
There is a place for online support, particularly to help
partners find a good match.
However, the consensus of opinion was very much that
face-to-face events, in local communities, could make
significant contributions to more effective partnerships.

These three main ideas are explored in this section.
It is important to note that key quotations have been
taken mainly from our two Roundtable discussions for
this section. Solutions – rather than problems - were
mainly discussed during these events.

60%

of respondents think regional matchmaking events would
best help community groups, charities and businesses work
together more effectively.

Best practice models
Based on the research findings, additional input gained
from the detailed interviews and Roundtable events, as
well as further contributions from its team of community
engagement officers, advanced working models for
two likely scenarios have been developed which can be
found in the Appendix of this Report.
The first provides suggested improvements to the
partnership between businesses and community groups
and smaller, local charities. The second focuses on the
relationship that could be enjoyed between businesses
and larger, corporate national charities.

“The results of this research were
so compelling that I decided
something simply had to be
done to improve things. So we
embarked on a journey that we
hope will deliver lasting change.”

Both models are developed around the concept of a
Partnership of Equals, which has been proposed in this
Report.

Graham Sprigg FRSA
Founder, Partnership of Equals CIC
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THE SOLUTIONS

THE SOLUTIONS

Brokerage services

Improved communication

The power and effectiveness of business connectors
or brokers was acknowledged by participants in the
research. Where it is feasible and economic, brokering
partnerships through an individual with good local
knowledge will help to accelerate positive and successful
relationships between parties.
Ultimately, a national brokerage with support and
representation locally, which is able to match businesses
and charities or community groups with their ideal
partners would be a major step forward in closing the
mismatch gap. In practical terms, a web- based service
would provide much needed access to a skills and
requirements database. This would enable companies
to research local community groups in detail, whilst
also providing community groups and charities with
a platform to put their case forward. At a higher level,
national charities and businesses could pre-select their
potential partners, looking for an ideal match of skills,
objectives and beliefs.

A successful brokerage service should provide all parties
with clear information about what the other does, what
its aims and objectives are and what it can offer to the
other partner.
The research acknowledges that some match-making
and brokerage services and online platforms are already
available. However, it was clear from detailed discussions
with stakeholders that there is no service currently
which can fully address the issues raised by participants
in the research and, in particular, aid the delivery of the
Partnership of Equals.

What has emerged from our research is that
communication and understanding are key to make
collaboration work. Understanding what the other
organisation is doing and how they work, and
understanding what they want from each other
is essential. Everyone wants to achieve a strong
relationship and a mutual understanding. The problem
seems to be how to get there.

“Establish communication
channels and identify specific
individuals to become champions
for them.”
Anon Business

Improving internal communication, particularly to
keep employees better informed about a company’s
charitable giving and active participation in local
communities, is regarded as a priority. Involving
employees in decision-making, building the relationship
with local groups and of course their active participation
in skills-based volunteering will help to cement the
relationship between business and community.

Leveraging the media
External communications, particularly by engaging local
and national media, is beneficial to both parties. Raising
awareness of the important role that businesses play in
supporting local communities, as well as the increasing
levels of understanding between businesses and
charities of each other’s wants and needs.

CASE STUDY:

Lynn Sbaih
Give2Gain Timebank Stockport

Mental health

“Work with experts in the
brokerage field that can conduct
needs assessments on behalf of
charities and community groups.”
Lauren O’Leary
BITC
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There was mixed reaction to the idea of developing
Guides and Handbooks. Most participants in the
Roundtables and interviews agreed that guides are
useful, but commented that plenty of information is
already available. What would be more valuable is a
central resource that signposts where the information
can be found.

Internal communications

The practicalities of building and using a brokerage
service are yet to be tested. There would also be the
issue about who should pay for the service.

“We use an online platform at
first but then you need some
human touch. So I think a mixture
of the two is very important.”

Signposting resources
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A small, local mental health charity provides consultancy
services to businesses in their area. They offer help and
advice on spotting the early signs of depression and
coach companies on the seasonal variations in workforce
malaise. This valuable consultancy can help firms identify
early signs of depression, reduce absenteeism and build
a more resilient workforce.
Charities in particular claim that sometimes businesses
do not treat charities and community groups with the
same level of respect and seriousness as they would
other businesses. There is a need to unpack the old
perception of charity.
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Next steps

Conclusions

The Roundtables, interviews and online research undertaken
provided a detailed analysis of the working relationships enjoyed
between businesses and communities. Overall there is agreement
that a mismatch of expectations exists between the two parties.
Stakeholders also agreed broadly that both businesses and charities/
community groups have more to offer the other, if ways could be
found of improving the dialogue, and hence level of understanding of
needs and wants, between them.

The research described in this Insight Report delivers
five main findings regarding the relationship between
businesses and charities or community groups.

The research showed a willingness of all parties to
improve collaboration, create stronger partnerships
and build a Partnership of Equals. Financial support is
important, but not essential, and all parties would benefit
from each other’s skills and knowledge.
Skills-based volunteering ranked very high in the online
survey results as results as something that businesses
could offer charities and community groups.
Possible improvements to the current relationship
models have been provided in this Insight Report.
Potential ways in which the gap in perception, needs
and opportunities – the mismatch- could be closed
were explored in more depth during the individual
interviews and Roundtables. These have been expanded
and discussed in the previous section of this Report:
Suggested New Solutions.

“We all seek to do better and to
learn about each other, meeting
businesses and maybe potential
partners. This research has
been a great opportunity for
businesses and charities.”
Anon Charity

As several participants in the Roundtables observed:
the research provides an important and valuable
contribution to improving the outcomes from the
partnerships between businesses and communities.
Participants also counselled that it is what happens
next that will really make a difference. The outputs
from the research need to be acted upon in a practical
fashion, that will deliver the improvements in working
relationships and communications that have been so
clearly identified.
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1

There is a mismatch between the needs and wants
of both parties in the relationship

2

Effective collaboration will ultimately benefit both
parties, and the community as a whole

3

Recognising needs and wants on both sides will
help to maximise the potential of any working
relationship between businesses and charities or
community groups

4

The contribution balance relies as much on skillsbased volunteering as it does on financial support.

5

Developing a Partnership of Equals relies on both
parties fully understanding each other’s objectives,
so that gains can be maximised for both sides.

Significant benefits could flow from a better
understanding of the needs and wants of individuals or
organisations involved in charitable support for local
communities. In particular, this research has identified
that more work needs to be done to cultivate that
understanding and help to deliver relevant volunteering,
financial aid or other support that is most appropriate
to the situation. Two possible models for improving
engagement and delivering well-formed outcomes are
included in this Report.

Drawing on the findings of the research, this Report
proposes three core solutions:
1

Local networking and matchmaking events

2

Online brokerage services

3

Improving communication

The research undertaken to produce this Report was
detailed, extensive and structured. The work was
supported by Carillion, but it did not influence the
outcome beyond offering practical experience of
community engagements, alongside other research
participants. The findings and suggested solutions have
been tested across a variety of stakeholders and the idea
of a Partnership of Equals resonated with many as being
“right time, right place”. However, the point stressed
by several stakeholders during the research was the
need to take action and progress the opportunities for
improvement which had been identified.
For the solutions proposed in these pages to become
meaningful, businesses, charities and community
groups need to work together to build more effective
relationships. Hopefully the ideas and guidance provided
in this Report will act as a catalyst for positive change.

Perhaps somewhat surprising was the universal
agreement that more can be done to help broker
relationships between businesses and charities or
community groups. Although some networks exist
already, the general consensus – particularly the output
from the Round Table discussions – was that there is a
need for better face-to-face networking as well as some
form of match-making service.
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Appendix
A model for developing a successful business-community
engagement approach, from the business perspective

DEVELOP OBJECTIVES

IDENTIFY BEST PRACTICE

• Consult the business and
decide how you want to
interact with communities

• Capture best practice
on existing community
engagement processes ,
looking at different regional
approaches and lessons learnt

• Consider alignment with:
– Sustainability approach
– Training and development
objectives
– Work winning requirements
– Employee wellbeing plans
– Communications and
PR needs

• Research how other
businesses in your sector
and others are approaching
community

• Combine the previous two
steps to develop a model
for project community
engagement that can be
deployed consistently across
the business
• Create written guides,
working documents and tools
• Ensure the resources created
can be easily understood and
deployed by work winning
and project teams

CHARITY

• Communicate and phase in
the new model, with trialling
before launch

ASSESS NEEDS

RESEARCH

• Identify representatives
from your project team who
would like to get involved in
volunteering and community
work

• Match client objectives with
corporate community model
to identify common areas to
deliver within

• Research:
– Client requirements, needs
and desires for community
engagement
– Local community
demographic
– Existing local community
needs plans
– Local authority objectives
and identified priority areas

• Arrange a community day
with representatives from
the client, your project and
community groups
• Discuss community needs and
work collaboratively to agree
projects to undertake

DEVELOP ACTION PLAN
• Based on the Community
Day findings and needs
assessment develop a
community action plan for the
project. Utilise the resources
and working documents
created at corporate level

• Work with client or
independently to identify
local community groups and
contacts in these areas
• Understand and mitigate any
risks of engagement

RUN AND REPORT
• Allocate responsibilities and
deliver against the plan
• Review the plan regularly to
amend or add to it as the
project and community needs
develop
• Capture community action
data and case studies to feed
back to project members,
work winning teams and
comms teams
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CAPTURE FEEDBACK
• Capture feedback from
employee volunteers and
community recipients to
understand the effectiveness
and impact of actions

BUSINESS

REPORT AND REVIEW
• Relationship Managers
have regular
conversations and
tweak activities as
necessary
• Partnership Committee
meet quarterly to
review progress and
suggest new activities

CREATE OBJECTIVES

DEVELOP NEEDS

• Create a set of
objectives for the
partnership, informed
by your business:
– Sustainability
approach
– Training and
development
objectives
– Work winning
requirements
– Employee wellbeing
plans
– Communications and
PR desires

• Develop assessment
criteria for the
partnership based
upon your business
need for:
– Cultural fit
– Appeal to employees
– Local vs national
project opportunities
– Range of different
engagement
opportunities
– Fit with your industry
and offering

• Produce regular
reporting on fundraising,
partnership activity,
strategic activity
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• Undertake research to
identify a long list of
partners that may fit
your objectives and
needs
OR
• Utilise a brokerage
service to match your
objectives and needs to
a longlist of partners

• Share and talk through
your objectives
and needs with the
longlisted partners
• Get partners to
pitch their approach,
objectives, needs and
ideas

• Communicate
achievements to
employees and senior
management to drive
support

• Consider using technology
(e.g. apps) to gather feedback
and data in an easy way.
This will allow projects to
track their progress and the
business to collate overall
statistics

IDENTIFY
POTENTIALS

DISCUSS AND ASSESS

• Develop metrics to
measure tangible
impact for charity AND
business

Individual Project Planning

RUN COMMUNITY DAY

A model for developing a successful business-corporate-charity
partnership of equals, from the business perspective
Start here

CREATE COMMUNITY
MODEL

Corporate Planning

Start here

Appendix

• Shortlist partners,
scoring them based
upon objective and
needs match

RUN
• Consider an initial
donation or big
project to kick off
activity and provide
communications
opportunities
• Work through the
activity schedule
with the relationship
managers leading
• Provide local Charity
Ambassadors with
the support and tools
needed to develop
local activity
• Develop volunteering,
skills matching,
strategic support

CONSULT EMPLOYEES
SETUP

BUILD RELATIONSHIP

• Develop joint
objectives, needs
and pitch ideas into
partnership objectives
and activity schedule

• Set up partnership
committee with
representatives
from Board, HR,
Sustainability,
Communications and
the charity

• Match business national
and local sites with
charity national and
local operations
• Recruit local Charity
Ambassadors in the
business
• Communicate
partnership and charity
opportunism
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• Introduce senior execs
from business with
charity counterparts
to explore strategic
partnership
• Identify a contact
from the business and
charity who own the
relationship

• Help shortlisted
partners communicate
and campaign to
employees
• Ask employees to vote
on their partner of
choice
• Choose partner

Partnership
acquired!
Well done!
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