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Speaking as One:
Working together to represent and influence

The 2023 East Sussex Voluntary, Community, Social Enterprise (VCSE) Alliance
Annual Conference took place on the 8th November at The View Hotel,
Eastbourne. Participants were welcomed by Jennifer Twist, Chair of the Alliance.

The theme of this year’s conference built on the Alliance’s principle of generous
leadership; exploring how we can reach out to smaller grassroot organisations and
work together across the sector.

The discussions and learning that took place were informed by the thoughts and
everyday experiences of those involved as professionals, volunteers, service users and
leaders from the statutory sector.

The event was an opportunity to listen, discuss and plan how the voluntary sector can
work together to speak as one voice, to better collaborate, represent and influence.

Fifty-seven people, including members of the public, representatives from voluntary
and community groups, NHS Sussex, county council and district councils, attended.

We had four key speakers
throughout the event who
shared their organisational
experiences of working within
and with the voluntary sector.

Hansa RAJA - CEO and
Founder, Holding Space

Jessica Britton - Executive
Managing Director, East
Sussex, NHS Sussex

Steve Hare - Chief Executive,

Jessica Britton

Age U K EaSt S ussex, ' £yecutive Managing Director, East Sussex,

Vice Chair of Alliance NHS Sussex

Becky Shaw - Chief
Executive,
East Sussex County Council
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https://www.holdingspace.org.uk/
https://www.sussex.ics.nhs.uk/
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/eastsussex/
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/eastsussex/
https://www.eastsussex.gov.uk/

2023 Conference
Networking questions

During our networking sessions we asked respondents to provide a snapshot of the
sector’s partnership working, and forthcoming opportunities and challenges.

Have you experienced any improvements in partnership working between the
East Sussex VCSE sector and statutory partners since 2021?

All respondents had experienced some improvements in partnership working
11.11%

= Yes
= In between
» No

88.88%

What are the biggest opportunities for the VCSE sector over the coming year?
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What are the biggest challenges for the VCSE sector over the coming year?
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2023 Conference
Workshop Sessions

In between the speaker’s presentations, we hosted workshops sessions looking at the theme
of ‘Speaking as One: working together to represent and influence’.

The groups discussed the following four questions:

Q1 What steps can we take to ensure the voice of all VCSE
organisations in East Sussex are heard?

Q2 How can the Alliance best communicate its achievements,
challenges and gain insight from voices we might not
ordinarily hear from?

Q3 How can the Alliance support diverse communities and
local organisations to lead on key issues and themes that the
VCSE sector seeks to influence?

Q4 How can partnership working, both with and within the
Alliance help us manage/combat the effects of the cost-of-
living crisis?

Discussion points have been collated and summarised on the following pages

Q1. What steps can we take to ensure the voice of all VCSE organisations in East Sussex
are heard?

East Sussex VCSE Alliance
* The Alliance hosting an annual conference, inviting a wide network of partners to come
together is a positive start

» The structure of the Alliance has recently changed - ensure organisations understand the
different levels available: Executive Member, Full Member and Alliance Associate

* Associate level makes the Alliance more inclusive and enables smaller, local
organisations to join

* The Alliance to lead by example; be transparent and clear about where we work,
what we are trying to achieve and how decisions are made

+ Demonstrate the value, impact and outcomes of Alliance activity; include measurable
goals

* Communicate the benefits of joining the Alliance to organisations across East Sussex
» Ensure people’s time spent working within the Alliance is valued and respected

» Accept and manage the fact of competition within Alliance organisations - this can be a
barrier to collaboration, sharing knowledge and speaking ‘as one’
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2023 Conference
Workshop Sessions

Q1. What steps can we take to ensure the voice of all VCSE organisations in East Sussex
are heard? (continued)

Voluntary Actions

» Voluntary Actions are key to promoting and delivering Alliance policy; they have large
memberships and existing wider, local networks

» Listen to and work with local Voluntary Associations, organisations and communities -
create a feedback loop to ensure information is two-way

» Distinguish the different merits between Alliance and Voluntary Action memberships
Partnerships, networks and systems

* Make best use of existing systems, partnerships and networks - build on existing work and
identify gaps

* Smaller organisations are experts - they want to be heard and to collaborate - be
open, listen to their expertise and explore ways of working together

» Alliance should join statutory partners and the private sector to jointly identify problems
and solutions to provide services that are needed by local people

* Fund opportunities to create partnerships and conversations between Alliance members
and local organisations

* Provide more notice when requesting meetings with and experienced feedback or insight
from Alliance members and voluntary sector partners

» Share partner organisation’s information and surveys to capture a broad range of issues
Communication

» Set up an Alliance online platform - a centralised repository to collect, collate and share
information about Alliance and voluntary sector activity, so more people can access and
be aware of the work undertaken

» Create more opportunities to share information about local organisations and the work
they are doing - feed this information back up to the Alliance

*  Where there is evidence of best practice in the VCSE sector, do a deep dive and share
learning

» Improve communication, reduce jargon, processes and pathways; introduce effective
mechanisms for input and feeding back information e.g. feedback from meetings so fewer
people need to attend

* Maximise digital services (mindful of potential digital exclusion for some)
« Ensure equality of voice - make sure everyone gets heard, recognised and is valued
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2023 Conference
Workshop Sessions

Q2. How can the Alliance best communicate its achievements, challenges and gain
insight from voices we might not ordinarily hear from?
Engagement

Reach out to smaller organisations, wider networks and communities we don’t
normally hear from - use local papers, social media platforms, podcasts and email
bulletins to have a wider reach

Hold marketplace events across communities - meet people and smaller grassroot
organisations where they live and work to find out what they’re doing

Alliance produce one theme that members can go and engage community with

Do a mapping exercise to see what other groups are doing in the community

Alliance updates

Be clear about the difference the Alliance has made, provide context and evidence;
provide an impact report on the work undertaken to date

Alliance give ‘You said, we did’ updates

Provide regular communication in real-time to create interest and impact; newsletters
with feedback, include an up-to-date, good news story

Accept the Alliance can’t achieve everything; its membership is made up of people
leading organisations in full-time roles

Communication and networks

Have a directory of contacts for local
representatives

Have a ‘Communication Tree’ - information
flowing across the network

Invest in technology efficiencies, ask for increased V7 L,
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Increase diversity of Alliance organisations and ]
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Create an Alliance Forum for members and staff to = Fcarers """
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Know who best to speak to - make use of
Community Ambassadors
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2023 Conference
Workshop Sessions

Q3. How can the Alliance support diverse communities and local organisations to lead on
key issues and themes that the VCSE sector seeks to influence?

Communication

Bring the VCSE sector into strategic conversations earlier in the process

Widen Alliance membership

Talk with one voice, be open and honest

Work with, communicate and feed into other groups and networks with the same aims

Encourage organisations to feedback to the Voluntary Associations, who can feed back
to the Alliance - encourage a feedback loop

Provide enough time for quality feedback from partners, give an update on what happens
to the information they’re being asked to provide and the impact it has

Recognise capacity issues can be a challenge in attending meetings and engaging - make
meetings more accessible and have conversations where people already meet

Reaching our people and communities

Is a powershift needed, towards people and the community? Listen to what else is
happening locally, who is best positioned to undertake work

Know our demographic and understand the range of diversity within the sectors. In East
Sussex, older people are the largest group

Be aware of cultural issues, unconscious bias and prejudices; ask ourselves how we plan to
work with diverse groups

Undertake more inclusion work - reach out to experts; those with lived experiences
Attend local organisation's events to hear from those who directly support people

Alliance share its work around Equality, Diversity and Inclusion and provide an aspirational
approach to smaller organisations

Provide mentoring and support - including how to set up and run groups to deliver on aims
and objectives

Funding

Lobby for longer-term funding - projects can take time to develop and deliver, funding
can stop just as the project starts to achieve its aims

Ensure funding reaches the people who need it most

Provide funding to facilitate supportive working relationships and engagement activities
with smaller groups and their service users

Organisations spend too long applying for funding - support collaborative bids rather than
competing for the same pots of funding
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2023 Conference
Workshop Sessions

Q4. How can partnership working, both with and within the Alliance help us
manage/combat the effects of the cost-of-living crisis?

* Increase joint working

« Organisations work together to:
« talk with one voice to ensure have more impact
» shape policy

* design and plan services in the community together - have one organisation take
the lead

» share resources and survey results
* share office space and meeting rooms
* provide mentoring or support to organisations asking for help
* submit joint funding bids
* Advocate for each other and for our voluntary sector partners

« Clarity of roles and responsibilities of statutory partners and the voluntary sector to
reduce duplication

* Produce an Alliance newsletter for members to outline to each other what they are
planning to work on in the near future

* Map which organisations are delivering which services to avoid duplication

» Support staff working in lower paid jobs, under increasingly pressurised and
challenging conditions, so they remain working in the voluntary sector amongst a
background of a recruitment crisis

*  Work to ensure those who need services most are dealt with as quickly as possible;
recognise that others may have to wait to use the service

* Make volunteering roles more flexible and appealing to meet the shortfall in volunteers
locally - can volunteering be a pathway to paid employment?

* Highlight the cost-of-living information page hosted on East Sussex County Council’s
website

* Provide more early intervention and sign-posting in community services and
hospitals, to prevent people’s needs escalating and becoming more complex

* Provide holistic support to people who present with an array of issues - so people don’t
have to repeat their needs at a range of support services
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2023 Conference
Next Steps

The Alliance aims to champion and challenge on behalf of
the voluntary sector working in East Sussex.

We listened to what our participants said during the conference’s engaging
and lively workshops and have identified five key areas to develop. We will:

1. Share what we have heard with key partners, including local authority and
NHS leaders and commissioners, to highlight the importance of working in
partnership with the voluntary sector and keeping it at the heart of decision
making, co-design and delivery

. Continue to co-chair Partnership Plus - a meeting of leaders from ESCC, the NHS,
District and Borough Councils and the Alliance - to identify and influence decision-
making

. Continue to represent the Alliance on behalf of the voluntary sector at Boards,
Partnerships and Steering Groups, to provide constructive and independent input

2. Use what we have heard to shape our priority setting and project planning
moving forwards

. Review points raised during these discussions when setting our priorities in 2024
. Ensure their development and progression by including in workplans for 2024/2025

3. Use the learning from this event to inform future events and Alliance
engagement activity

. Align Alliance events with events held by our members and partners
. Hold roundtable events to facilitate engagement, discussion and two-way learning

4. Continue to raise awareness of our role amongst voluntary organisations
across East Sussex so more people are aware of what we offer and the
impact we have

. Provide up-to-date, informative and regular comms, including newsletters, social
media posts, bulletins and an impact report
. Increase our newsletter circulation figures and social media followers

5. Widen our reach and our association with smaller, grassroot organisations

and networks
. Improve two-way communication and engagement via our Voluntary Action
members and their established networks, events and activities
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Feedback from attendees

“It was really great to get together

o _ and have the chance to talk to other
| enjoyed learning more about organisations and connect.”
the alliance in the Workshop

sessions.”

“It was good to hear from
small or new VCSE orgs and
their experiences and
“The networking challenges.”
sessions were really
useful and enjoyable”

“it was really great to ...
know what was available in

the local area”
“Really enjoyed the talks”

“It was a really well run and “Great to have the opportunity
positive event” to meet and network in
person”

“The Alliance conference was a terrific event, and

it embodied the spirit of Generous Leadership. It “It was great to be in the
was wonderful to share the space with sector room with so many like-
colleagues - especially those | rarely see, if ever. minded colleagues, there
We have so much in common in terms of the is a lot we can do
values we hold and the challenges and stresses together”

involved in our work locally”
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East Sussex VCSE Alliance
Greencoat House

32 St Leonards Road
Eastbourne

East Sussex

BN21 3UT

t: 01323 403 590
e: esvcsealliance@escv.org.uk
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