
 

Communities – and the importance of  

local VCS infrastructure?  

Through the pandemic we have seen the critical value of thriving communities. People reached out to, and were 

supported by, the people they live around. We saw how local government and health services recognised that, and 

developed stronger relationships with influence from their communities. We also saw that places with a thriving 

voluntary and community sector (VCS) infrastructure body had a better coordinated, stronger response. We want to 

reflect that by developing and setting out what local infrastructure is, and its important role in communities. 

Through engaging with our members, we’ve identified four elements which characterise the central role local 

infrastructure organisations (LIOs) play in communities. Working on community development and providing practical 

support to the VCS, LIOs provide leadership and advocacy for the VCS, help build partnerships and collaborations, 

and foster a climate in which volunteering can flourish. Thriving communities are somewhere people feel they 

belong; and where people can take action on the things which matter to them. They are based on fairness and 

inclusion. Having a well-resourced and supported, sustainable LIO is a key feature in developing thriving 

communities where anyone would want to live, work or visit. 

The message we hear from our members is that these four elements cover your work. Some of you have additional 

projects which are more tangential. For some of our members, one or more function might be aspirational.  We 

believe that where all four elements are offered together there is synergy, greater impact and stronger support for 

your communities. We will use these elements to develop our work to share knowledge, experience and best 

practice, to create spaces, face-to-face and online, to network and learn. 

We have set out below at a high level what falls within each element, strategically, developmentally and 

operationally. We will continue to develop our thinking, and would love to hear your thoughts. 

Leadership and advocacy 

Leaders and advocates across diverse communities, bringing people together to have a stronger voice and influence, 

mobilising and encouraging community ambition and aspiration as a connecter and ‘door opener’: 

 Strategic – taking a lead within your local VCS, developing a coherent vision for the sector in your area, to 

articulate a common sense of purpose and bring organisations together. You are a focal point for the 

interface between the local VCS and other system actors (including the local authority, health systems, 

funders, national organisations and other stakeholders) articulating and persuading on the strengths and 

assets the VCS brings to bear locally, and the benefits of working closely and collaboratively.  

 Developmental – listening to the vast range of community and voluntary organisations across your area to 

understand and amplify their needs and aspirations. You use intelligence and knowledge to shape and 

influence the debates locally about priorities and action.   

 Operational – bringing together the high quality of knowledge, expertise and intelligence of the VCS, 

establishing credibility and confidence in the sector across your area’s system and strategic partners to 

ensure communities influence decisions and developments. This community advocacy connects seldom-

heard communities to policy-makers and decision-takers in ways that increase trust and understanding. 

Partnerships and collaborations 

Bringing together networks and connecting local voluntary and community organisations with each other and with 

strategic and systems partners, to create, pursue and implement opportunities for joint working. 

 Strategic – using insights and intelligence to bring together VCS partners around a common purpose, 

creating opportunities to work together where the sum is greater than the parts. You develop strategic, 

influential relationships with other sector organisations as well as with those in other sectors, to form 

collaborations with greater impact. 

 Developmental – driving partnership working and co-design in public services, from the design of 

commissioning to the delivery and evaluation of services and projects, developing and implementing 



 
propositions to address pressing challenges locally. This enables the 

VCS to do more collectively than individual organisations could do, and 

brings individual organisations into that developmental journey to be 

part of the whole. In some situations, the LIO can be an accountable body or hold funds, facilitating larger 

collaborative projects.  

 Operational – acting as a catalyst and focal point for partnerships, developing projects, bids and acting as 

accountable bodies, to enable the community to be at the heart of solutions and delivery. 

Community development and practical support  

Strengthening spaces and opportunities for people to come together to develop their goals and drive aspirations for 

their communities. 

 Strategic – working with system partners to bring community voices into planning for neighbourhoods and 

areas, health services, major projects, responses to the climate emergency and more. You identify areas 

without a thriving and well connected VCS network, and support that network to emerge and develop. 

 Developmental – sharing a wealth of practical knowledge and community development skills across your 

networks and with anyone in your area who is looking to turn ideas into community action. 

 Operational – ready access to information, advice and guidance on creating, formalising, growing and 

sustaining voluntary and community action, and providing or sourcing practical support which could include 

training, development and services. 

Encouraging and nurturing volunteering  

Leading and generating an expectation and culture in which volunteering can thrive: 

 Strategic – working with others to create and promote the conditions for volunteering, as well as breaking 

down systemic barriers which prevent people from playing a more active role in your communities. 

 Developmental – driving the development of good practice, whether with organisations which need 

volunteers, or employers, schools and colleges etc that want to support their people to take part in 

volunteering. This also covers supporting volunteer managers. 

 Operational – delivering brokerage, connecting people and opportunities, supporting individuals to become 

involved in volunteering.  

 

How we developed this thinking: 

We started from the five features of local infrastructure which were identified when Councils for Voluntary Service 

(CVSs) were established across England in the 1970s, as the places where the place where local voluntary and 

community organisations speak to each other. These five features – liaison, development, support, representation, 

and working in partnership – underpinned NAVCA’s Quality Award. NAVCA’s strategic objectives of ‘assure the 

quality’ of and ‘make the case’ for local infrastructure led to our review of these features – we wanted to make sure 

our understanding of local infrastructure matched that of our members; that when we were making the case with 

external stakeholders we had a clear narrative and explanation, and that our refreshed and updated quality 

assurance framework matches our members’ areas of activity. 

We developed some initial thinking which we shared with the NAVCA Trustee Board in June 2021. Taking their 

comments into account, we held an online session in July 2021 where over 20 member CEOs provided their thoughts 

and suggestions. We shared the results and thinking through a further paper to members in early August.  

We think we have captured the essence of local infrastructure which fits the 2020s rather than the 1970s. We will 

develop it further, and use it to inform our work – we anticipate members will want to do likewise. You will have 

numerous examples and case studies of the work you do, to illustrate and expand on each of the four elements. We 

will develop an infographic version of this note, and a briefing for stakeholders, and share these via the NAVCA 

website over the course of the next week. Watch out for sharing those on social media too, and please do pick up on 



 
and use the materials in your work. We’ll also use this approach to describe 

and make the case for infrastructure, as well as to give the framework for wider 

work such as the quality standards. 

One final comment: there are two additional pieces of thinking which could accompany this paper: the ‘how’ and the 

‘why’ of local infrastructure. The ‘how’ has the potential to be infinitely varied: how you do the work of local 

infrastructure will depend on your local context, the communities you work with, the skills and experience of your 

teams, the resources you have available, the funding you receive and the needs and aspirations of your local 

communities. The ‘why’ is more fundamental and perhaps distilling the ‘why’ could be a project for NAVCA to 

consider in 2022. 


