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Voluntary and community sector in Sheffield
Sheffield has around 3,300 voluntary and community groups,
more than might be expected for a city of its size. This
includes charities, social enterprises and cooperatives, some
operating “under the radar” as well as formally constituted
organisations. The size of the community sector
organisations in Sheffield mirrors the local private sector in
some ways. The make-up of the sector broadly reflects the
national picture with micro groups (with an annual income of
less £10k) making up 75% of all groups. Only 3% are “large”
with an income over £1m.
Proportion of Sheffield VCS
organisations by size (estimated)
Data Source:
Sheffield State of the Voluntary and
Community Sector survey 2016
Micro (under £10k) — 75%
Small (£10k–£100k — 12%
Medium (£100k–£1m) — 9%
Large (more than £1m) — 3%
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Introduction
Sheffield has an active and vibrant voluntary and community
sector. People come together to solve problems, provide
services, help each other and campaign for what they believe
in. The assets of the sector are significant: people and skills
and organisations connected within their communities;
buildings and facilities; and open spaces. Harnessing all
those assets, supporting their growth, and building upon the
foundation of Sheffield’s strong community infrastructure,
will be a key aspect of the city’s efforts to foster an inclusive
and sustainable economy. However this chapter argues that
to realise these benefits requires recognition and investment
in organisations and infrastructure, to enable the sector to
grow and flourish.
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Voluntary and community groups operate across a wide
spectrum of services. The 2016 State of the Sector survey32
suggests almost half operate in health and social care, 27% in
education and training; 22% in recreation and sport; and
20% in environmental activities.
Many voluntary and community groups offer services, which
are generated and designed by communities and as a result
reflect need. Importantly they do this at significant scale and
impact, with 7.2 million interventions delivered to people
during a year.
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32. http://www4.shu.ac.uk/
research/cresr/ourexpertise/
state-voluntary-andcommunity-sector-sheffield
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34. https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
sites/default/files/field/
field_related_document/
volunteering-in-health-literaturereview-kingsfund-mar13.pdf

36. https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/
file/221227/WP112.pdf

37. https://www.ippr.org/
files/images/media/files/
publication/2011/05/
Growing%20the%20Big%20
Society_web_1784.pdf
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Volunteers play a critical role within the sector in Sheffield
and come from all walks of life and live across the city.
[Map 1] shows that volunteers registered on the Sheffield
Volunteer Centre database live in areas of high deprivation as
well as areas of greater affluence. Volunteer roles too are
present across the city, with some clustering around areas of
greatest deprivation. In short the location of volunteers and
volunteer opportunities reinforces the picture that
volunteering helps build social capital and enables people to
take control of issues affecting them and their lives. A
comprehensive literature review from the King’s Fund found
that volunteering was positively associated with improved
self-esteem, wellbeing and social engagement from both the
beneficiaries of volunteering activity and the volunteers
themselves34. There is evidence that volunteering also
supports employability35. Using data on life satisfaction, a
report for the Department for Work and Pensions quantified
the value of the ‘wellbeing benefit’ that each frequent
volunteer gains from volunteering to be approximately
£13,500 per year36. Assuming paid staff would not be used in
the absence of volunteers, it is estimated that volunteers in
Sheffield organisations contribute equivalent to £323 million
to the city’s economy each year.
Many groups within Sheffield are small or medium in size,
operate at a neighbourhood level, are connected to their local
community, and run by volunteers. They can therefore offer
the possibility of engagement with hard to reach groups and
potentially mobilise people into action around issues which
are of greatest concern. They are therefore well positioned to
help in deprived communities37 also by virtue of engagement
with volunteers the sector can help with giving individuals a

Map 1.
Number of volunteers by Ward
© Crown copyright and
database rights 2018
Ordnance Survey 100018816
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35. https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/
generic/tsrc/documents/tsrc/
working-papers/
working-paper-100.pdf

Sheffield

38. http://journals.sagepub.com/
doi/pdf/10.1177/
002214650704800408

sense of purpose in their community. “Volunteering …
[enables] the individual not only to enjoy the activity itself
but to have a greater sense of satisfaction in feeling that they
are making a contribution to wider society”38. The
importance of this in combating not only isolation in an
individual sense, but also the now commonly held notion of
communities being “left behind” cannot be understated.
Volunteering is unique in its return to individuals,
communities and the city as a whole, and has a substantial
part to play in helping connect people to the benefits of
economic growth, as well as being a mechanism to help
individuals develop the skills that they need to participate
more fully in the wider life of the city, including its economic
success.
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33. U
 niversity of Sheffield’s
accounts for 2016/17
say £607m expenditure;
SHU’s £271m.

In terms of economic contribution the 2016 State of the Sector
survey estimates that the voluntary and community sector
contributes around £810m to the Sheffield economy. By way
of comparison the turnover of the two universities is £878m33.
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Case study: The Real Junk Food Project Sheffield
The Real Junk Food Project Sheffield challenges the way
restaurants, supermarkets, and all of the players within the
food industry, handle ordering, over-production, distribution,
and management of food in ways that create the unnecessary
waste of edible food.
Project Director Rene Meijer explains their mission,
‘we are all about reducing waste, but also making a more
sustainable food system. We also address sustainability from
a social point of view, using our cafes and enabling fair
access to nutritious food.’
Local beginnings, a national agenda
The project started around 2 years ago by building
relationships with local businesses. Rene tells us,
“We simply walked into local food stores and restaurants in
Sheffield and started building a relationship. We found local
businesses wanted to engage and do something positive
about waste.”
Recent media exposure around food waste, the increase in
food banks and subsequent public pressure has led to larger
retailers working with framework partners nationally and
locally to address distribution of waste and this has
supported the project in Sheffield.
‘We work with organisations like East Midlands Trains to take
surplus food from train catering and as we have worked with
more and more businesses our project has grown nearly
tenfold in the last year.’

But Rene is quick to point out that they are not a food poverty
project. ‘We have set up our cafes in areas where we can be
inclusive and where we can engage with communities, but
we don’t want to create spaces or services that exclusively
target people in need- we don’t want to isolate and stigmatise
people suffering from food poverty — the idea is the café is for
everyone and no one is outside of society. Our fundamental
belief is if we solve the food waste problem then food poverty
can be solved.’
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‘The cafes are joint ventures with community organisations,
the Victoria Centre and Zest, and this means we can engage
more effectively with the local communities.’
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Volunteers are from a wide array of backgrounds, some
recruited online and some recruited from the local
community. Volunteers may have started as a customer and
the project works with them to support their involvement.
The future
The project has been nominated as one of the four finalists for
the Social Enterprise of the Year Award as one of the most
promising micro-enterprises in the UK.
‘Next year we want to grow a lot more, but logistics are
expensive — 1 van delivers 3–5 tonnes of food per week.
Everything would become at least half as cheap if we can
grow to five times the size, but that means we need more
space.’

Staff and volunteers prepare and serve 8,000 meals a month
across the project. Weekly the project diverts 5 tonnes of food
that would otherwise go to landfill.
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Delivery
The Project now distributes food to schools, through the
pay-as-you-feel Sharehouse market and now runs two cafes
and a catering business.

Case study: Heeley Trust and Heeley People’s Park
Heeley Trust is a charitable enterprise anchored in the local
community’s work to transform derelict space after plans to
build a dual carriageway were shelved. The trust took
ownership of 3.5 hectares of land, through a 125 year lease
from the Council in 1997. In the intervening 21 years they
have developed the ‘mini Peak District on your doorstep’ that
is Heeley People’s Park today, which is one of the largest
community owned and run parks in the country.
The work of the Trust reaches way beyond the park. Heeley
Trust provides adult education in the community supports
social prescribing and runs projects like Recycle Bikes hosts
the Big Boulder Music and Arts Festival in the park and most
recently the Trust has played a key role in keeping
Meersbrook Hall in community hands.

Heeley Trust have been pioneers in trying to develop a
sustainable model from income generation activity, including
developing a local subscription model.
Heeley Trust Manager Andy Jackson tells us about the vision
for Heeley. ‘We are committed to developing ‘assets of
community value’ (that’s the technical term) – buildings and
assets that are an investment for our neighbourhood – like
Sum Studios (the former Anns Grove School developed by the
Trust) and The Heeley Institute. These bring money into the
Trust that can be reinvested in the community.’
‘To manage the park sustainably we need diverse income
streams (e.g. assets, rents, event income and grants), we need
that income to be regular, planned for, steady, and we need
our community to love their park; to care for it.’
‘In Heeley, where we’ve got the message across, people have
bought in strongly – with local people not giving just
annually, but monthly to maintain and develop the park and
following up with offers of time volunteering – people care so
much about parks!’
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Local pioneer for a national challenge
The national challenge of sustainably managing park and
green space in this country is best highlighted in the 2016
State of the UK Public Parks report. Based on four surveys of
park managers, independent park trusts, park friends, and
the general public, the findings show that there is a growing
deficit between the rising use of parks and the declining
resources that are available to manage them.
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With so much evidence and live research going into the
benefits on people’s health and wellbeing of the great
outdoors (termed ‘green prescribing’), we need to align our
vision for health creation and activities preventing ill-health
with that of sustaining and developing our green spaces.

The role of the voluntary sector in co-production
People in the city are the most powerful agents of change.
Co-production involves bringing together the skills and
assets of different organisations and sectors to solve a jointly
experienced problem. We can no longer rely on the same
mechanisms to design and provide services as we have done
in the past. At its best co-production engages people, their
experiences and skills, to improve design and delivery.
The community sector plays a key role in bringing people
together, facilitating engagement and finding a way forward.
This is brought to life by looking at cohesion in the city
(see chapter 3 for more information on crime and
community safety issues). Sheffield has faced numerous
threats to cohesion — reduction in public sector funding and
the impact that has on citizens and services; accelerated
migration; increased frequency in terror attacks nationally;
and an increase in hate crime. Co-production between the
voluntary and community sector and Sheffield City Council
on behalf of partners led to agreement of principles and
objectives for a renewed strategy. These were jointly
developed in workshops to produce ‘Cohesion Sheffield’
— a framework for cohesion rather than a top down strategy,
inviting partners to sign up and their find their own way
to apply it.

It is being developed as a collaboration between partners –
the lead partners in the co-production being Sheffield City
Council (SCC) and the Sheffield Cohesion Advisory Group.
It is underpinned by the 8 point Sheffield Commitment which
includes the following principles:
1.	We recognise that cohesion building is an end in itself
– supporting people and communities to live in harmony
with respect for each other – and is also a means of
preventing escalation towards scapegoating vulnerable
people, hate crime, and antisocial behaviour.
2.	At the heart of the strategic framework is a
commitment to regard all encounters between people
(formal and informal) as an opportunity for building
cohesion in the city.
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3.	Austerity and increasing financial inequalities are
undermining cohesion. We need to acknowledge
scapegoating is happening and challenges prejudice in a
way that engages and informs.
4.	The strategic framework links to the work of the Sheffield
Fairness Commission and identifies the importance of
actions that can tackle issues of inequality and injustice.
5.	The strategic framework is underpinned by the Sheffield
Commitment: to diversity and inclusion, a welcoming place
to be, living and working with respect for each other.
6.	The Sheffield Commitment arises from values historically
important in Sheffield and to Sheffielders.
7.	The Sheffield Commitment is supported by leaders from all
sectors in Sheffield.
8.	The Sheffield Commitment includes a commitment to
co-design and co-production.
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A significant attraction of this approach is the strength
of different sectors coming together. That is recognised
by funders, for example the Paul Hamlyn Foundation
funded Cohesion Sheffield to facilitate the implementation
of the framework, hosted in the voluntary sector as the
delivery vehicle. The strategy is making a vital contribution
to the economic and social wellbeing of the city: linked
to the Sheffield Partnership Board’s priority of inclusive
growth; and building wider links within the city region
based on the principle that co-production and social
cohesion are essential for prosperity and well-being.

Case Study: Cohesion Sheffield
Sheffield has created a strategic framework to help guide
organisations, groups, communities in the city to sign up to
cohesion commitments and develop action plans for a
cohesive city.
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The voluntary and community sector in Sheffield is facing
these challenges and looking to alleviate them for the
communities in which they are rooted. In many respects they
are best placed to do so, as anchor organisations that can
bridge the gap between the grassroots, lived experiences of
individuals and communities, and the top-down, policy-led
approach of local and national government. But if, as a sector
and as a city, we fail to address these challenges at their root,
we will continue to fail to overcome them.
Part of this challenge is how as a city we attribute value to the
impact of voluntary and community groups. Too often as a

city we try to measure value in purely economic terms. Rather
we need to measure and support social value, and understand
the benefits of the sector to the city. For community groups
that value is as much about generating social capital,
enhanced quality of life and health and well-being — the key
components of inclusive growth as described in this report.
Inclusive growth needs to be measured in a way which takes
account of these wider benefits realised by voluntary and
community groups. And those groups need investment which
recognises the full value of what they bring to the city.
Conclusion
Sheffield has a large and vibrant sector which is making an
important contribution to the well-being of the city and its
residents. It is active across the city, offering opportunities for
volunteering and helping communities who are facing
challenges.
The activity community groups undertake, and the
contribution they make to significant issues we face show the
value of the sector to the city as a whole. But too often we try
to measure that value in pure economic terms. For voluntary
and community groups, actions and outputs are based on
impact, quality of life, and wellbeing. If as a city we were to
recognise the true value of the voluntary and community
sector, recognise its impact on public service, coherence and
wellbeing, we could tackle many of the challenges it faces,
including financial security; harness the assets of the sector
to tackle the collective problems we face; and enable people
and communities to come together to take action. By making
best use of all the assets in the city we will achieve inclusive
growth to the benefit of all — socially and economically.
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39. http://locality.org.uk/
our-work/policy/
localism-commission/

Challenges for the voluntary sector
The community and voluntary sector is facing critical and
growing challenges. It faces those challenges at a macro level,
as the environment within which it operates becomes more
challenging — securing financial resource, working in an
environment with growing inequality and a demographic
deficit, and the effects of climate change all take their toll. It
also faces the challenges at a micro level, in the day to day
manifestation of those challenges — particularly a growing
client base who present with increasingly complex problems;
budget deficits and a lack of financial security and
depreciating assets. The recent report39 from the Commission
on the Future of Localism chaired by Lord Kerslake notes the
damaging consequence of long term underinvestment in civic
and social infrastructure, a position which will only further
deteriorate without proper investment. The Lloyds
Foundation and IPPR found: ‘Organisations working in
deprived areas are far more exposed to risk than others …
most reliant on state funding and least able to draw upon
alternative sources of funds, are losing out … and will
continue to do so [and] are also likely to experience the
greatest increases in demand because of changes to the
welfare state, and the increasingly precarious nature of the
job market.’ In Sheffield we recognise and experience this
analysis. Demand for services is rising, the challenge is to
enable organisations to continue to do (and to measure the
impact of) what they do best with their communities —
providing services, connecting people and places, and
helping people to build confidence and skills. Too often
organisations are driven by financial deficit to chase funding
at the detriment of their mission. If we lose the focus of
organisations on their very reason to be, we will lose the
impact of the community sector in the city.
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