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We’re delighted to share with you what we’re learning from our CAF Resilience programme. 

Three charities have now completed the two-year programme and the others will finish by August 2020. 
At this half way point we thought it would be a good time to share what we’re seeing.

In the next few pages you’ll get an introduction to the CAF Resilience programme and insight into how funders 
and major donors can do more to help small charities to be more resilient.  

‘Transformative’ is a word that several of the charities taking part have used to describe the programme.  
It’s given them time and space to take a step back and map out their challenges. And the multi-year advisory and 
funding support has allowed them to invest in themselves as a whole organisation rather than at a project level. 
It’s provided something really special with one CEO saying, “of all the funding we’ve ever had, this is the one that’s 
changed us the most”.

I hope you find this report useful, engaging and inspiring.

Beth Clarke 
CAF Resilience Programme Manager
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about caf resiliencewelcome
CAF Resilience is a pilot programme to test out how 
we, and others in the sector, can help small charities 
to be more resilient.

Through this initiative, ten small to medium sized 
charitable organisations in the UK, whose work has 
a ‘problem prevention’ focus, are receiving grant 
funding, alongside bespoke advice and training for 
two years. In return for this support to build their 
resilience, the selected organisations have formed a 
learning community, working with us to encourage 
further philanthropic giving that supports this goal.

Ultimately, we hope that what we learn will inspire 
more funders and major donors to support charities 
in planning for the longer term; to strengthen their 
organisational health and help secure the continued 
delivery of services that people depend upon.

Find out more about the programme at 
www.cafonline.org/cafresilience

the charities on 
the programme



What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Time and space to address 
fundamental resilience challenges 
causes charities to recognise their own 
assumptions and reflect on what they 
do, and the why and how, in a way that 
they may never have done before.

In small charities, most roles are funded to deliver services.  This 
means there are few people who can focus on the bigger picture 
of what their organisation needs to look like to meet their mission, 
rather than achieve funded outcomes (important as these are).  

Charities valued the time to do this on the programme and made 
meaningful changes, such as restructuring the management team 
for better workflow, as a result.

With limited resources some charities 
have to work out the right balance 
between delivering a large range of 
services to lots of people or a few that 
are more targeted.

We found that when charities had the capacity to look at what they 
do, several concluded that effective delivery of their mission means 
doing less and focusing on quality and impact. 

This may close off some funding opportunities for some charities. 
However, they found that by doing this they were reducing 
‘mission drift’.

Too often charities’ strategic thinking 
starts by looking at their existing 
funding and programmes rather 
than being led by what they exist for 
and the best ways of delivering their 
mission.

Giving charities the time to do this without set outcomes (eg growth 
or investment readiness) allows them to set their own course and 
take strategic decisions that align with this. 

Without being able to invest time into their strategy some charities 
are not confident in themselves and their decisions.

Regular time set aside for strategic 
work allows charities to follow the 
thread of their issues from a symptom 
through to the root causes.

Issues are often multi-layered and as each challenge is addressed, 
more are uncovered.  

Looking at any issue in isolation has limited effect. This can also stall 
the charity’s ability to tackle root causes, potentially creating more 
compounded issues. 

The programme’s multi-year guaranteed funding allowed the 
charities to go beyond surface level quick fixes. They were able to 
invest time and resources into tackling problems and put in place 
corrective measures.

Charities are often more comfortable 
identifying their externally facing 
needs (eg public awareness and 
communications) and less able to see 
or admit to internal issues such as 
strategy, staff morale, or consistency of 
processes.

This matters because where charities are given advisory services; 
they are not always given support beforehand to identify what this 
should focus on.  

The tendency can be to look at the areas they are doing little in 
rather than addressing issues within their existing work.  

For example, fundraising from the public or website content and 
messaging is usually only effectively addressed once internal 
foundations have been laid.

4

WHAT WE’RE SEEING
Strategic thinking
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Home Start Lincolnshire was previously eight individual 
charities that merged into one. They came onto the 
programme looking to focus on their strategy and future 
following a period of upheaval. Having the time and 
space to address this through developing a theory of 
change enabled them to reflect on their purpose.  
It opened up thoughtful conversations about their  
strategy which allowed the charity to really engage with 
core questions. As a result they identified that some of 
the work they had been doing wasn’t key to their vision 
and have stopped delivering it in order to focus on  
what really matters to the families they support.

C A S E  S T U D Y Home Start Lincolnshire



C A S E  S T U D Y

What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Charities are keen to improve their 
annual reports or produce an impact 
report, but creating these and tracking 
the data to go into them is beyond the 
resources of some.

Often charities had housekeeping to do first around their data 
collection, or thinking to do on their strategy, before they could truly 
look at their own impact or articulate it.  

Charities on the programme understand that their impact reporting 
needs to go beyond relatively simplistic statements on activity and 
instead inspire and inform. But doing this takes significant resource, 
time and confidence.

What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Greater understanding of what 
good governance looks like has 
been an important side benefit to 
the programme for many CEOs as 
its crucial to get the right balance 
of responsibility between staff and 
Trustees. 

When small charities are successful, trustees can become complacent 
and rely on the CEO to pull the funds out of the bag because they 
always have done previously.  

On the other hand, we saw tension between enthusiastic chairs and 
a tiny, overstretched staff team who are unable to service the board’s 
requests for information and communication.

CAF Resilience caused one CEO to resign from their own trustee role 
elsewhere:  ‘I realised I wasn’t being a good one’.

Governance can be challenging to 
address with advisory support 
alongside funding as most 
trustees have limited availability. 
But it can be done given buy in 
and enough time.

We’ve seen on the programme that governance related work takes time 
due to lower levels of trustee availability and will inevitably take longer 
than expected.  

Being able to be flexible and work with charities over a longer time 
period has benefited this. However, where work has been done with the 
board we have seen considerable changes and that this engagement 
can be a catalyst for the charity engaging in a more thorough 
examination of their resilience.

It’s difficult for CEOs of small 
charities to move from delivery 
mode to strategy mode.

While the programme supports organisational resilience, a lot of the 
work is delivered through the CEO (or sometimes another senior staff 
member who leads on this work.  

Often CEO posts in small charities are funded through delivery if they 
cannot achieve full cost recovery or generate unrestricted income.

CEOs on the programme therefore often found it challenging to switch 
from managing the everyday details to focusing on the big picture.
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Impact reporting

The Encephalitis Society used some of their time 
on the programme to develop a theory of change, 
spend time looking at the feedback they receive from 
beneficiaries and volunteers, improve their data 
collection methods and implement a standardised, 
structured reporting system for recording outputs, 
outcomes and impact of their work. 

Having undertaken this work, they are now in a 
better place to receive support to review their impact 
analysis and articulation so they can tell their story 
with confidence.

The Encephalitis Society

Good Governance and leadership



What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Small charities are aware of the 
benefits of working in partnership with 
others but they may need to focus on 
improving their own situation before 
collaborating with others.

Some of the charities used their time to attend more sector forums 
and local meetings. Some funding and partnership opportunities 
have come from this.  

However many of the charities started their resilience journey with a 
largely inward facing year, focussing more on internal issues, moving 
to outward facing focus in their second year.  

Some charities came on the programme struggling to collaborate 
internally so it wasn’t the right time for them to start collaborating 
with other organisations.

When charities reach a more strategic level of thinking, they are 
often more able to assess the benefits and negatives of a potential 
collaboration, thus reducing the waste of resources and time into 
unsuccessful funding bids.

98

Child Accident Prevention Trust have spent a lot of time focussing on the kind of board they need in order to 
operate in, what for them, has been a changing and challenging environment.  

Time spent with an external facilitator reviewing needs and existing strengths of the charity’s leadership resulted 
in a number of ‘myths’ being debunked and in some cases a change of trustees, plus renewed commitment from 
those that remained. 

The process has been slow but recent recruitment looks positive and the charity is beginning to find a healthy 
balance between operational detail and strategic oversight. The board has stronger leadership and a shared 
vision which allows them to address other areas of their work more effectively.

C A S E  S T U D Y Child Accident Prevention Trust Working in partnership

ACE (Action in Caerau and Ely) identified a desire 
to work in partnership with other organisations at 
the start of the programme. However their first year 
needed to concentrate internally on vision, strategy, 
finances and monitoring. Once they had developed in 
these areas, they had a clear plan which formed the 
foundations for the charity to begin to put significant 
focus on developing strategic partnerships. These 
were now based on a shared understanding of their 
values and strategies, and using support they received 
to develop their networks, they are already beginning 
to pay off.  

C A S E  S T U D Y ACE (Action in Caerau and Ely)



What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Energy and passion are so important 
for small charities, you can’t quantify it 
but it makes such a difference to their 
resilience.

Several charities found that having time to focus on their 
organisational resilience also benefits staff, as it addresses often 
long held efficiency frustrations and gives them an opportunity to 
re-engage with their work.

Several charities on the programme 
reported that their management 
teams are less daunted by change and 
more able to manage it.

Charities will always face change that can feel challenging and scary. 
Where management teams have developed skills and ability to 
manage change, there has been less of a negative impact on the 
whole of the organisation and the CEO. 

Changes being managed in a productive manner can also help 
reduce any potential negative impacts on beneficiaries.

Having capacity to be strategic allows 
CEOs to identify when staff roles aren’t 
right for their new strategy or current 
environment.

Following the time spent reviewing their core functions, some 
charities have recognised that they now need to review staff 
structure. 

Without time to reflect and explore it can be hard for charities to 
see this. They simply see how busy they are but not where things 
aren’t as efficient as they could be.
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Impact of staff

Hot Chocolate Trust focussed on forming a management team. They recognised that either they limited the 
work the organisation did or else they grew and invested in the staff infrastructure. 

Through the programme they received support to be more intentional about what the shape of the team 
should look like. 

The staff received leadership training and the charity rewrote every person’s job description and they were 
shared with all staff alongside conversations to see how they all connect. As a result staff were empowered and 
confident to take the lead, clearer on their roles and less likely to duplicate work or burnout. 

C A S E  S T U D Y Hot Chocolate Trust



What we’ve learned Why does it matter

For small charities there is no one way 
of managing the challenge of staffing 
their income generation function.

Charities tell us there just aren’t enough skilled and experienced 
people willing to work for small (and therefore less ‘prestigious’) 
charities for the salaries they can afford to pay.  

None of the charities on the programme have been able to appoint 
a skilled fundraising person in-house. 

The programme has allowed some of them to try out different 
approaches including devolving responsibility to multiple staff or 
outsourcing to an agency.

“We diversified our fundraising by diversifying who does it”

What we’ve learned Why does it matter

Self awareness and honesty is 
essential for organisational resilience.

CAF uses a self assessment tool we’ve developed with charities to 
help them think through the different aspects of their resilience. 
Each has found the process of reflecting together useful  
to promote open reflective, conversations.  

Honesty has been one of the outcomes of CAF Resilience. Charities 
have been able to be honest with themselves about what’s  
working and what isn’t and open with boards and staff about the 
true situation, with confidence that they are going to be able to 
address it.

Small charity leaders don’t often 
have the opportunity to develop 
strategic skills.

When CEOs are trying to develop staff but are not able to get time 
to be strategic themselves, the culture of an organisation can really 
shift to one of just ‘doing’ without thinking or challenging first.

Organisational culture
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The Link CIC initially used some of their grant to buy 
in external bid writing support to help with diversifying 
their income streams, as research suggested it would 
be difficult to hire a staff member with the necessary 
skills in their area for their budget. However part way 
through their year, conversations around resilience 
led them to look at the problem differently and they 
suggested instead piloting upskilling delivery staff, 
plus funding a few extra hours each month for them 
to develop relationships with schools who could pay 
for their services. This was successful and six months 
later they now have three times as many schools 
contracted and a healthy pipeline. The ability to test 
out different ways of achieving their income was 
helpful to them.

C A S E  S T U D Y

Funding and finances

C A S E  S T U D Y

WILD Young Parents has experienced significant 
change during its time on the programme. Along with 
the practical and strategic, the CEO notes that one of 
the big changes for them has been the confidence to 
be truthful with themselves and with funders about 
what’s not working. Without the commitment of 
time to invest in themselves and support to address 
these things, they had previously focussed solely on 
the work with their beneficiaries rather than looking 
inward.  Having a programme of support that looked 
at their resilience as part of a journey allowed them 
to recognise issues that previously hadn’t been 
acknowledged.
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five recommendations 
for funders

Fund small charities  
to focus on their 

organisational strength 
 and resilience

Allow them to spend time with 
a skilled external facilitator to 

understand what the root causes 
of their needs are before you offer 

specific funder plus support or 
restrict funding. This can be done by 
backfilling senior staff or paying core 
costs and non-delivery staff’s salaries.

Recognise that your 
funding won’t 

necessarily have a visible 
impact

Attribution is very difficult 
to prove when it comes to 

organisational development but 
the long-term impact is worth it. 
Even if you can’t carve out what 

outputs are directly connected to 
your funding.

Build long-term  
relationships with 

 small charities

Change is slow and complex. 
Provide multi-year funding with 

agreed outcomes but flexibility (and 
accountability around what outputs 

and spending will look like. This 
allows the charity to work out what is 
best for them and their beneficiaries.

Recognise that building 
partnerships takes time 

and therefore money
Give charities the time to explore 

partnership work. For some 
charities the best way to serve 
their beneficiaries could be to 

partner with other organisations. 
But this doesn’t happen without 
an understanding of their own 
resilience and a clear strategy 

that allows them to identify those 
partners with whom they are aligned.

Show confidence in small 
charities and create an 
atmosphere of honesty

Encourage the charity to be as 
honest as possible with  
you about what does or  

doesn’t work and where their 
 skills gaps lie. If you had a ‘spare’ 

month and worked for 
your charity but didn’t 

have to do your day job, 
what would be the best 

use of your time?

What are the 
hardest things to 
get funding for?

To the people your 
charity supports, what is 
the most important part 

of your work? 

What underlying issues 
does your charity have 

that it either doesn’t 
have the time or 
expertise to fix?

What’s the biggest 
challenge to your 

efficiency?

five questions funders  
should ask small charities
For small charities, being honest about the help they need and asking for support is not always easy. 

Funders have an important role to play in setting the tone for the conversation and creating a dynamic where 
charities can tell them what they need, rather than what they think the funder wants to hear about.  

Here are five key questions funders should ask small charities whose work they are looking to fund.



“It’s so unusual to get space to focus on ourselves. 
Before the programme we felt stuck, constantly 
contracting. That’s moved; CAF Resilience has given 
some stability to start the conversations on why things 
need to be different and given us permission to do that.”

CEO of Child Accident Prevention Trust

“We tell the parents we work with that they need to look 
after themselves in order to do the best for their children 
but we don’t apply the same principles to ourselves.”

CEO of Home-Start Lincolnshire

“We have had the most amazing two years, and are 
very grateful to everyone at CAF for helping us 
transform our charity.”

CEO of WILD Young Parents

If you’re a funder or donor looking to 
have more impact on the work of small 
charities, we’d love to hear from you.

E: advisory@cafonline.org
W: www.cafonline.org/cafresilience
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