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SNEE ICS 

VCSE Sector Workforce Review

A panel of local VCSE sector leaders from across Suffolk and North East Essex 
commissioned a review of the VCSE sector workforce on behalf of the ICS in 2022. 
The review provides a snapshot of the current ambitions and challenges the sector is 
facing to inform future strategy by providing system partners with

•	 a better understanding of the VCSE sector workforce,  
the sector links and partners within the ICS to help develop 
better working relationships with system partners

•	 a vision, shared principles and ambitions for the role of the 
VCSE sector workforce in the ICS

•	 opportunities to enhance the capacity and capability of the 
ICS to meet local Health and Care needs through fostering 
collaboration with the VCSE sector.

This report provides a summary of the key insights from the full review which engaged 
51 local VCSE sector organisations across the ICS.

Context 

The review found that organisations are facing a rise in demand for services, with a rise in complex needs 
and mental health needs driving the urgency for more specialist roles and training. The VCSE sector is keen 
to respond to the needs by growing the capabilities and capacity within their organisations, whilst retaining 
sufficient agility to be proactive and responsive.

Suffolk and North East Essex VCSE sector workforce profile

...with a workforce of

16,000
employees

working an estimated

20m hours
per year

with a salary bill of

£400m pa

...and an additional

200,000
regular volunteers

working an estimated

50m hours
per year

worth an estimated

£500m pa

9,000
VCSE organisations
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Current workforce challenges for 
the VCSE sector in SNEE

•	 The primary challenge is short-term 
funding cycles resulting in short term 
contracts for the workforce which limits job 
security, wages and overall attractiveness of the 
sector thereby impacting the ability to attract 
and retain skilled staff

•	 Wage poverty due to a lack of funding is 
exacerbated by the rise in cost of living. Some 
health and care workers choose statutory sector 
jobs over VCSE sector as they offer better wages 
and job security even though they may be 
overqualified and find the roles less rewarding 

•	 Difficulty in securing funding for core costs and 
permanent roles impacts the sector’s resilience. 
Cashflow challenges eat into reserves 
and results in a lack of investment in core-assets 
including equipment, work systems and training

•	 Almost 60% of the respondent’s workforce lack 
the required digital and IT skills, with 
around 25% lacking specific health and care or 
management and leadership skills

•	 Some VCSE sector staff (paid and volunteers) 
feel they don’t get the same recognition 
as statutory sector workers. For example, VCSE 
staff were not initially recognised as ‘frontline 
staff’ during the pandemic though doing similar 
work to the statutory sector workforce. Some 
organisations had to make huge efforts to get 
vaccinations for their frontline staff

•	 Where statutory sector commissioners are slow 
with purchase orders and payment (over 6 
months in some cases) this can impact on cash 
flow and reserves and in turn workforce 
security

•	 Organisations across health and care are fishing 
in the same workforce pool and there is a sense 
that the pool is shrinking with more jobs than 
people. Competition for talent can be 
intense with charities making direct approaches 
to recruit staff from other charities; a workforce 
challenge impacting other sectors too.

•	 Some small VCSE organisations do not have 
the workforce capacity to work 
collaboratively in some areas as the 
statutory organisations do.

Opportunities and Ambitions for 
the VCSE sector workforce in SNEE

•	 Sharing best practice of volunteering 
– the review identified a number of VCSE 
organisations with more than 500 volunteers 
who could share their experience of 
successfully managing volunteers with other 
system partners

•	 Opportunity to explore greater 
collaboration and shared services to 
address the problem of digital exclusion faced 
by smaller VCSE organisations

•	 Opportunity to explore shared services, 
for example with other large health and care 
organisations to support the workforce training 
needs of VCSE partners

•	 Addressing the challenges of 
short term contracting/funding 
by partners working together to look at 
opportunities through updated legislation

•	 The VCSE sector is a good place to work, the 
results of the Emotional Needs Audit conducted 
by Suffolk Mind, reported that on average in 
the VCSE sector 75% of the 15 ‘needs’ 
are met. Close relationships, Emotional 
Connection and Giving Attention scored the 
highest, demonstrating the wellbeing 
benefits experienced by VCSE 
sector employees
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Conclusion

The review highlights both the scale and strengths of 
the SNEE VCSE sector workforce; a workforce that 
gives diverse and local opportunities for volunteering 
and employment. However, the review also points to 
the many challenges that the sector faces including 

a lack of parity with 
its statutory partners 

in terms of pay

access to continuing 
professional 

development (CPD) 

insecurities from 
short term funding 
impacts attracting 
and retaining staff

a reducing pool of 
potential employees

exacerbated by the 
labour shortages seen 

across the system

The sector is widely recognised for the vital role it plays 
in delivering health and social care services and how it 
is uniquely placed to deliver prevention programmes 
and reduce health inequalities. The SNEE ICS 
Integrated Care Strategy has outlined the following 
commitments that partners have agreed should 
underpin partnership working across the system

•	 We will recognise and value the work the VCSE 
sector contributes to the health and well-being of 
people Iiving in Suffolk and North East Essex

•	 We will recognise the important role the VCSE 
sector plays in advocacy and campaigning for 
people living in Suffolk and North East Essex

•	 We will work as equal partners with the VCSE 
sector, local government and NHS statutory 
partners

•	 We will work collaboratively with the VCSE sector 
to co-design policies and services with our public 
sector partners

•	 We will support mutual aid to the VCSE sector that 
includes shared support, training and development

•	 We will commit to sustainable investment for 
the VCSE sector that is fair, simple, inclusive, 
accessible and long term

•	 We will co-develop funding models which 
enable the VCSE sector to coproduce at place, 
neighbourhood and system level to meet local 
needs 

Furthermore, The SNEE NHS Integrated Care Board 
(ICB) draft Joint Forward Plan has outlined priorities 
for greater collaboration and integration of the VCSE 
workforce and volunteer base, acknowledging it as 
an equal partner within the ICS and embedding the 
work of the ICPs VCSE Resilience Charter. 

Next Steps

Why: Achieving a sustainable funding model to 
support our VCSE sector workforce in SNEE

How: By bringing partners together to progress the 
vision set out in the ICS VCSE Resilience Charter 
we will seek to address many of the challenges 
highlighted in the review by achieving more 
sustainable funding models that supports the VCSE 
workforce to grow. 

What: A series of co-production workshops 
scheduled to develop shared principles for how the 
vision set out in the charter can be achieved across 
the multiple system partners in the ICS. The review 
will inform this discussion in relation to the SNEE 
VCSE sector workforce.

Why: Enabling better access to CPD to develop 
the skills and capacity of the VCSE sector 
workforce in SNEE

How: By working with other system partners 
through the ICS, we will look at opportunities for 
the VCSE sector to access resources within NHS and 
wider statutory sector organisations.

What: As part of the ICSs commitment to a ‘one 
workforce’ approach that involves collaboration on 
workforce development with the VCSE sector, there 
is the opportunity for a workforce development plan 
that will provide benefits to strengthening the VCSE 
sector workforce.


