
Executive summary 

Reflections from the room 

 

This event marked a rare and significant gathering, with over 150 

representatives from Sunderland’s VCS present, and more than 200 registering 

their interest. 

  

A consistent and heartfelt message across the day was how valuable it was 

simply to be in the same room; meeting new people, reconnecting with 

acquaintances, and being given space to talk, share, and build new 

relationships. 

 

The energy in the room reflected a palpable desire to continue the 

conversation, with many calling for more frequent networking-style gatherings 

to share knowledge, build partnerships, and develop joint initiatives. 

 

Participants spoke proudly about collaborative projects where VCS 

organisations had teamed up with one another to deliver impactful work, 

showing that effective partnerships were rooted in shared goals, deep 

community knowledge and one-to-one relationships with members of their 

communities. The examples of partnership working provided on the day 

reinforced the idea that collective action, not competition, delivers the most 

meaningful outcomes. 

 

A strong theme emerged around the need for better sector-wide visibility. 

Many expressed a desire for a directory, or communication and clarification 

about one that may already exist, that includes contacts, organisational 

remits, and service areas to help foster collaboration, prevent duplication, and 

ensure efficient referrals. Some suggested visits between organisations to 

understand one another's work more deeply. 

 

Improving communication across the sector, and with organisations such as 

the council/corporates, was also mentioned as an area the VCS would like to 

see improved - including opportunities for two-way communication, including 

face-to-face. 

 

Two examples of best practice were mentioned frequently including the Links 

for Life for residents, and The Area Networks for members of the VCS. However, 



feedback on Links for Life included that the website should be kept more up-

to-date and publicised greater to residents. 

 

Support organisations such as the Sunderland BID and business support 

organisation, The BIC, were frequently cited as a strong example of effective 

‘connectors’ outside of the VCS, and that they’re regarded organisations that 

listen, build bridges, and act as conduits between sectors, including business 

and VCS. 

 

The relationship between the VCS and Council was mentioned frequently, 

mostly around the desire to reduce bureaucracy, paperwork and process 

around funding which, in turn, can be seen to reduce trust. A desire to build 

better two-way trust was expressed as well as a suggestion of co-creating 

future funding opportunities. 

 

Creativity also emerged as a suggested tool for storytelling and identity. 

Attendees noted the importance of using culture, arts, and narrative to share 

positive stories of Sunderland, including the recent visibility of diverse role 

models such as the election of a Muslim mayor and increased diversity in the 

Sunderland AFC team – both being signals of a city becoming more open and 

inclusive. 

 

Constructive discussion took place around the five Pillars of the Framework with 

most attendees saying that they would expect and want the VCS to be across 

all Pillars, but highlighting opportunities for Pillar two (connecting people to 

opportunities) as critical to the development of more volunteers to work across 

Sunderland. 

 

Strengthening community safety was another key Pillar that the VCS was 

passionate about citing examples including SARA in Southwick and other hubs 

as being good examples of collaboration for the greater good of the area and 

a desire for the VCS to connect deeper into future hubs. 

 

Participants emphasised that stronger connections across the VCS depend on 

fairness and inclusion. Many highlighted concerns that funding and influence 

can be concentrated among a small number of organisations, with grassroots 

groups sometimes overlooked. There was a clear call for more transparent 



processes, more equitable opportunities, and a more joined-up approach that 

enables all organisations to participate and collaborate fully. 

 

Finally, there were dominating discussions around the perceived 

fragmentation within the VCS infrastructure, with many questioning why there 

are two lead organisations, and expressing a strong preference for a single, 

streamlined body to coordinate and represent the sector more effectively. 

 
 


