Community group basics
A simple guide to the basic requirements for any community group

This guide is based on work done by CANDL project workers and seeks to outline the basic requirements for any small community group in order for it to function effectively.  It is only a guide and local circumstances might require different approaches but it seeks to be as simple as possible helping groups avoid both the chaos of going from one crisis to another and the frustration of being weighed down by too much paperwork.
It is written particularly with faith based Christian groups in mind but is, in fact, relevant to most small community groups
For a more detailed description of what is regarded as good practice for modern voluntary groups see the PQASSO quality assurance tool for small groups published by Charities Evaluation Service.  Our experience suggests that this is too overwhelming for small and new groups having much more detail and emphasizing documentation.  Community Group Basics borrows something from its style but emphasises practical application.  It seeks to save small groups from getting overwhelmed by paperwork whilst introducing them to the basic issues and helping them apply ‘good practice’ in a wise and practical way.  Rather than being definitive it seeks to gather wisdom and knowledge so that you will be able to work effectively: keeping true to your vision and being of benefit to your community.
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Aims and Vision
· Being clear about what you want to do and why 
· Having a shared sense of purpose

· Knowing how you want to put your vision into practice
Introduction and explanation

Having a clear idea of what you are seeking to achieve is important.  Not only is this helpful for you, but you will also be expected by funders and other agencies to be able to say simply and clearly what your vision is and what your specific aims are.  Making a distinction between a vision and aims can be helpful:

· A vision is a very general statement of what you are about and what you are seeking to achieve.

· Aims are much more specific and will include the actual projects you want to engage in.

It is important that everyone involved in the management of a project should have a clear understanding of the vision and key aims.  It is not enough for one person to understand these and just be supported by a group of people who don't have a clear idea of what the project is about.

Nowadays projects are expected to have a vision (or mission) statement and a clear set of written aims.  These can be helpful in enabling everyone to understand what your project is seeking to achieve but are not an alternative for every member of the management committee having a shared understanding which they are able to individually articulate.  Too often mission statements stay in the filing cabinet and have no impact on what is actually done!  Faith based organisations should also understand how what they do relates to their faith and its basic values
Key elements 
· A simple written one paragraph vision statement

· A simple written statement of one or more aims

· Members of the management committee (at least five), including those holding the most responsible positions, being able to speak clearly about the vision and aims

· A connection between what you are doing and your theological principles

Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Vision statement
	
	
	

	Written aims
	
	
	

	Chair
	
	
	

	Secretary
	
	
	

	Other members
	
	
	

	Theological roots
	
	
	


Being Aware of Key Issues
· Awareness of the responsibilities of roles

· Awareness of safety and equality issues

· Awareness of legal responsibilities

Introduction and explanation

When you are running a small organisation it is not always possible to do everything 'by the book'.  Nonetheless it is still important to be aware of good practice and to take practical steps towards running a safe, fair and responsible organisation.  This will be of great practical help to you as your organisation matures and will increase your credibility with funders and other agencies.  A good guide to the details of what is outlined here is Just About Managing see details below in further reading.  Its companion book Voluntary But Not Amateur is a good guide to the law for community groups.
The first step towards running a safe, fair and responsible organisation is to ensure that your management committee is aware of the key issues.

Key elements
· The chair (and vice-chair if you have them) are aware of the role of the chair and his/her responsibilities

· The secretary (or secretaries) is/are aware of the role and the responsibilities of that role

· Management committee members are aware of their roles and responsibilities

· An awareness of your legal status and responsibilities eg maternity pay
· A basic awareness of health and safety
· A basic awareness of how to keep children safe
· A basic awareness of the importance of equal opportunities (especially in relation to faith based organisations)

Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Management committee roles
	
	
	

	Legal responsibilities
	
	
	

	Health and safety 
	
	
	

	Keeping children safe
	
	
	

	Equality issues
	
	
	


The Management Committee

· Clear understanding of terms of reference and powers

· Holding regular meetings with minutes

· Good communication between committee members 

Introduction and explanation

A management committee that works well is crucial to the success of a project, organisation or group.  This means both that certain key tasks are undertaken but also that people learn to work together as a group, respecting everyone’s opinion and making use of everyone’s gifts and skills.

A ‘management committee’ may have many different names – steering group, board of trustees etc.  The important thing is that every voluntary group needs a group of people that are responsible for it and that it should be aware of who it is accountable to and what powers it has and doesn’t have.  This can be particularly important if it is a subcommittee of a larger body, such as a church council or members meeting.
It is worth remembering that any successful group has to meet three different needs:

· Undertaking the task for which it was set up

· Operating well as a group

· Meeting the individual needs of group members to make a meaningful contribution
Key Elements
· Clear terms of reference

· Regular meetings
· Clear minutes which record decisions that have been made and how these decisions will be put into practice.  

· Monitoring of this 'putting into practice' from meeting to meeting

· Effective chairing of meetings

· Meaningful contributions from more than one or two people

· People listening to each other and respecting different points of view

Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Terms of reference
	
	
	

	Regular meetings
	
	
	

	Clear minutes
	
	
	

	Full participation 
	
	
	

	Good-quality of communication
	
	
	


Workers and Volunteers
· Being clear about what you are expecting from workers and volunteers
· Understanding what workers and volunteers are looking for

· A means for resolving problems

Introduction and explanation

All projects, groups and organisations need committed workers or volunteers in order to operate efficiently and effectively.  On these people will depend the success of your project and so it is important to spend time thinking about how to attract them and how to make the time they spend with you effective, profitable and enjoyable

Paid workers, apart from the obvious issue of financial remuneration, need to be clear about what is expected of them and what is outside their responsibility.  They should have the opportunity to learn and develop their skills and feel that their particular gifts are taken seriously.  Recruiting workers takes time and money and needs to be done in a way which gives an equal opportunity to all.  And remember employing workers is hard work and may change organisation in ways you don’t expect!
Volunteers are also looking to get something out of their work - even if it is only feeling good about themselves!  They might be seeing it as a step to future employment or as a way to learn or gain experience in some way.  Think about where volunteers are going to be recruited from, what you are going to expect of them and what they might gain from working with you.

Expect things to go wrong and plan for it!  Have a means for both sides to express their problems and a clear process for resolving them

Key elements

· Be clear about what you’re looking for from workers and volunteers 

· A process for recruitment and employment of paid workers and volunteers

· Documentation which makes clear to people what you are expecting from them 

· Understand what people are looking for in working for you

· A means for resolving problems and issues between you and workers and volunteers

Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Clarity about your expectations
	
	
	

	Understanding workers and volunteers
	
	
	

	A means for resolving problems
	
	
	


Supervision and support
· Role description for paid staff and volunteers

· Supervision meetings for staff and volunteers 

· Encouragement of training
Introduction and explanation

In a well-run project, group or organisation, it is important for workers and volunteers to be clear about what is expected of them, and to have access to support.  This means giving them a role description, as well as the chance to sit and discuss what they do on a regular basis (known as supervision) with another person, e.g. a management committee member.  It is important that this time is planned in advance so that the worker or volunteer has a chance to prepare what they want to discuss.

The purpose of supervision is to give support to the workers and volunteers, to check that they are carrying out their role in the most effective way, whilst also giving the management committee member the opportunity to keep up with the work of the project.  People can be resistant to this but good supervision should be a positive experience for everyone involved and not about controlling people or showing them who’s boss!  

Training is an important part of effective supervision.  It enables people to do their job more effectively and can help them feel that they are learning and developing new skills.  There is no one who doesn’t have a new things to learn!

Key elements
· Separate written role descriptions for paid workers and for volunteers

· Regular supervision sessions, e.g. monthly for paid workers, quarterly for volunteers

· Actions agreed in supervision carried through by managers and workers

· Annual review for each worker or volunteer

· Training actively encouraged, offered by management and sought out by workers
Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Clear role descriptions
	
	
	

	Regular supervision meetings
	
	
	

	Supervision effective and positive
	
	
	

	Training encouraged and taken up
	
	
	


Managing Finances 
· Having a bank account

· Basic book-keeping and recording systems

· Having a system of financial control and reporting
Introduction and explanation

When running a small project, group or organisation it is very important that the finances are well managed.  Poor financial controls are one of the major reasons why community groups fail.  These financial controls should include having a bank account in the project’s name, with cheques needing to be signed by at least 2 authorised people and a system of receipts and payments being authorised by an identified person, e.g. the treasurer.  A basic, clear book-keeping system is crucial, it really does make life easier, as it enables you to keep track of income and expenditure!  Having an accountant is not necessary and training is available in basic book-keeping for anyone with basic numeracy.

A group at any time should know:

· How much money it has

· Where its money has come from 
· and What it has been spent on.

Key elements
· Bank account with filing of statements 
· Authorised signatories and no signing of blank cheques

· Book-keeping system systematically maintained
· Documentation of the financial controls and procedures

· Financial reports to management committee

Progress chart
	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Bank account with statements filed and authorized signatories
	
	
	

	Basic book-keeping regularly maintained
	
	
	

	Keeping financial documents in order
	
	
	

	Financial reports to management
	
	
	


Fundraising

· A realistic fundraising strategy
· Monitoring and reporting
· Plan for managing situations when funding runs out

Introduction and explanation

It is important to remember that community work can be done with little or no money, nonetheless an efficient project is one which has a clear idea of what finances are needed to run the activities, how to go about attracting funding, and how to manage this process.  It is good practice to develop a basic fundraising strategy before trying to raise funds, this should make a realistic assessment of how much you can raise from different sources.  There are many courses and books available to help you learn how to fundraise, it requires hard work and a there are no guarantees of success, but the chance of success is increased if you are able to show that you are well managed, what you are achieving and what you could achieve with more funds.
It can be tempting to simply do those things for which money is available but this can end up meaning you lose interest and energy in what you’re doing.  Statutory agencies will happily fund you to do their job if they think you can do it cheaper!
Having a simple system for monitoring enables funds received to be simply administrated, and reports made to funders on the impact of money received; keeping good relationships with funders is important.  It is also important to think ahead and consider how/if the activities will continue once the funding has come to an end.

Key elements
· Funding strategy

· Knowledge of variety of fundraising e.g.  individual donations, trust funds, statutory grants, fundraising events etc.

· Confidence in writing funding applications and engaging in other fundraising activities

· System for monitoring how funds raised are spent 
· Building relationships with funders through reports etc

· Forward planning based on available funds
Progress chart
	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Fundraising strategy

	
	
	

	Strategy being carried out!
	
	
	

	Monitoring and reporting
	
	
	

	Forward thinking
	
	
	


Managing Resources

· Inventory of resources
· Safe storage and use of equipment
· Regular maintenance and upkeep
Introduction and explanation

One helpful step to efficiently managing a project is identifying someone to take overall responsibility for the resources.  This involves keeping a record of all equipment, as well as ensuring it is stored safely, regularly maintained and checked for health and safety.
A similar process is required for any buildings that you are responsible for.  These must be safely maintained, attention given to their appearance and underlying soundness as well as provision made for improvements.  Even if you rent property it is worth keeping an eye on the fabric and encouraging the landlord to maintain and/or improve it

Failing to maintain equipment and property is mortgaging the future for present convenience.  This will probably require careful budgeting and ongoing fundraising   

Key elements
· Identification of person responsible for equipment and resources

· Identification of person responsible for property 

· Record of all equipment

· Regular safety checks
· Safe storage of all equipment
· Maintenance of property and ongoing programme of decoration/improvement

Progress chart

	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Person responsible for equipment
	
	
	

	Person responsible for premises
	
	
	

	Record of equipment
	
	
	

	Regular safety checks
	
	
	

	Equipment safely stored 
	
	
	


Providing a Service

· Records of what is provided

· Publicising the service
· Networking and building relationships
Introduction and explanation

Providing a service is of course what a community group is all about – even if you are just a self help group providing a service to yourselves.  You should always remember that good management is ultimately about providing a good service, sometimes groups can seem to be more concerned about raising money and doing things ‘properly’ than providing a service to real people!  

It is very helpful for projects, groups and organisations to produce information which clearly shows what they do and how people can access them.  Keeping records of who comes and how what you do helps them is also a big advantage.  Careful thought should be given to where the project is publicised in order that you reach the people you want to reach.

There are often other projects, groups, and organisations engaged in similar activities in the local area and it can be helpful to make contact with them to share skills and ideas.  There will also be organisations such as a CVS who can be an important source of resources and information.  Although networking might seem like a secondary matter experience suggests that it is absolutely central to providing a good service.
It is always worth stepping back occasionally (at least once a year) and asking yourself the question “Are we really doing what we want to be doing and in the best way we can?”
Key elements
· Records of activities eg photos, registration records, reports, evaluation forms
· Publicity material which clearly explains what you do, where and when
· Attending networking meetings/activities
· Reflecting on what you have been doing and going back to check it against your vision and aims
Progress chart
	
	Not met
	Partially met
	Fully met

	Records of service provided
	
	
	

	Publicity material


	
	
	

	Networking

	
	
	

	Are you doing what you want to be doing?
	
	
	


Going Further
Below some indications of how your group might develop are given.  Some of these are about what is considered good practice for voluntary organisations, others are about you maturing as a group so you work together well and are able to think and plan effectively about what you are doing.

All these suggestions will require some time and effort, so it is worth thinking carefully about what you want to do and what it is possible for you to do.  Funders are increasingly expecting you to jump through certain hoops – sometimes explicitly based on the PQASSO system; these all have a certain benefit but they can lead to an over bureaucratized approach where individuals and emotions are marginalised and values such as love and compassion are secondary to having the right paperwork.
Nonetheless a truly loving approach wants things to be run as well as possible so that the service you run and the way you treat people is truly humane and liberating.  This, perhaps, is the right approach to take rather than the desire to be in control and look successful so you can raise loads of money!

Aims and Visions

· Developing a Constitution

· Regularly review of aims, vision and key priorities

· Being explicit about values and engaging in theological reflection so as to promote learning throughout the organization
· A business plan (although people often try to do this too soon.  It is a lot of work and not always necessary)

Being Aware of Key Issues

· Developing written policies and procedures to implement them

· Developing an authentic commitment to the values behind the policies

Abilities of the Management Committee

· Providing regular training for the Management Committee

· Conducting regular reviews of the project and Management Committee

· Networking and building partnerships with similar projects and appropriate agencies

· Managing the transition to new Management Committee members by developing a real sense of community and working together
· Development of a Management Committee which reflects the diversity of users and community

· Creating a culture where Management Committee members feel supported and everyone’s thoughts and feelings are recognised

Workers and Volunteers

· Written recruitment strategy which is widely understood and implemented

· Development of networks through whom workers and volunteers are recruited

· Policies for enabling staff and volunteers to input into the direction and management of the project

· Staff networking with people and organisations outside the project

· Creating a culture where workers and volunteers are supported, feelings recognised, and non-managerial supervision encouraged

Supervision of People

· Developing a formal job pack for all staff and volunteers which supplies them with all relevant information

· Clear written policies for grievance, complaint and discipline procedures

· Training and support for people supervising staff, volunteers and management

Managing Finance

· Developing appropriate auditing procedures

· Production of budgets which are widely understood

· Capacity to produce cash flows and predict future financial situation

Fundraising

· Developing a long-term funding strategy

· Raising funds from a variety of different sources

· Documented thinking about an exit strategy (if appropriate)

Managing Resources

· Development of written resource policies and procedures

· Widespread understanding and implementation of resources policies

· Budgeting and fundraising for additional resources

· Strategy for acquiring and renovating premises

Providing a Service

· Production of an annual report

· Involvement of users in the management of the service

· Review of who is using the service and who is being missed/excluded

· Policies to keep service fresh and up-do-date with new developments
· Careful monitoring of the service you provide

· Regular evaluation – which focuses on appreciation as well as constructive criticism!
Further resources
Voluntary but not Amateur – a guide to the law for voluntary organisations and community groups.  Ruth Hayes and Jackie Reason London Voluntary Service Council
Just About Managing?  London Voluntary Service Council

The Project Worker – a guide to employing staff in church projects Alison Peacock Church Urban Fund

Managing Your Community Building – or a practical handbook for people running buildings in local communities.  Peter Hudson.  Community Matters

http://www.volresource.org.uk/index.htm VolResource aims to make it quick and easy to get to useful information on anything to do with running a voluntary organisation (whether a community group, charity or other non-profit body).
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