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In every Zoom call I have taken since March, there comes a moment 
when the person on screen asks, with palpable concern, “how are 

you coping?” And I can confirm that taking on the editorship of Third 
Sector – my first ever – less than three weeks before a global 
pandemic sent the world into tailspin has been an “experience”. 

Like so many organisations, we have had to make difficult 
decisions about remote working, furloughing members of our team 
and changing our approach to producing content. Delivering this 
issue digitally, rather than shipping printed magazines to empty 
offices where they would have sat unread for weeks, or possibly 
months, is just one of those. 

Despite this, the coronavirus pandemic has been the most 
extraordinary time to be covering the voluntary and not-for-profit 
sector. Some days have been awful: the exhaustion of witnessing 
small but vital organisations closing their doors, the painfully slow 
government response to the Covid-19 funding crisis, the knowledge 
that when charities go under it results in exponential suffering. 

But there is also hope in the seemingly relentless energy of a 
sector rallying to fight for its survival. Charities have pivoted at the 
speed of light to protect and support their service users, unified to 
hold the government to account under the #NeverMoreNeeded 
banner and helped each other at a time of profound need. At a 
catastrophic time for civil society, its strength and resilience is also 
at its most apparent. 

My hope is that you will see all of the above woven throughout 
this issue: from our data-led analysis of Covid-19’s financial impact 
on your organisations to stories of how charities of all shapes and 
sizes are tackling the pandemic on the front line. 

And if you want a frank account of what it’s like to lead a  
major organisation through a double crisis, our interview with Kate 
Lee, the new chief executive of the Alzheimer’s Society, is well worth 
a read.

When a catastrophe on this scale occurs, it is often too easy to lose 
sight of the day-to-day humanity that exists within it. Reflecting on 
the different and unique ways we have all been affected, as 
organisations and individuals, is frankly mind-bending.

Whatever happens next, it’s a privilege for Third Sector to be 
working alongside you.

Emily Burt, Editor

AT A CATASTROPHIC 
TIME FOR THE SECTOR, 
ITS STRENGTH AND 
RESILIENCE IS ALSO AT 
ITS MOST APPARENT
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In 2019 the marathon raised £66.4m for good 
causes, but as uncertainty persists about whether 
the mass-participation event will go ahead this  
year, charities prepare to be ‘hit hard’.  
Andy Ricketts reports 

PANDEMIC 
POSTPONEMENT  
OF LONDON MARATHON 
CAUSES FUNDRAISING 
ANXIETY FOR CHARITIES

The London Marathon has generated charitable 
donations of more than £1bn since it was first 

staged in 1981, going on to break the world record 
for the highest amount raised by an annual single-
day fundraising event for the past 13 years. In 2019 
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alone, the mass-participation event generated 
donations of £66.4m for good causes. 

The announcement that this year’s marathon would 
be postponed until October was one of the first 
major blows of the coronavirus pandemic for the 
voluntary and not-for-profit sector, with significant 
implications for charity groups and individual 
fundraisers. Many are concerned about the potential 
loss of funds should the marathon not go ahead or is 
reserved for elite athletes only.

The dementia support charity the Alzheimer’s 
Society typically raises about £1m from the marathon 
each year and was due to have 700 people running on 
its behalf in 2020. “We are using alternative ways to 
fundraise in these unprecedented times but, like 
many other charities, we would be hit hard if such an 
iconic event couldn’t take place, because the potential 
amount raised cannot be replicated,” a spokeswoman 
told Third Sector. 

 The charity raised £5.2m from running events in 
2019, which included some funds raised through the 
Dementia Revolution campaign, a partnership with 
Alzheimer’s Research UK for the marathon last year. 
The society is predicting a possible loss of £45m in 
this financial year because of the pandemic.

The disability charity Leonard Cheshire raised 
£185,000 through the marathon last year and 
expected to bring in more than £200,000 in 2020. 
“However, it is worth noting that many other 
fundraising events like the marathon might not go 
ahead this year, potentially dissuading many from 
trying to fundraise,” a spokesman says. 

Fundraisers have been coming up with a number of 
socially distant innovations since the UK went into 
lockdown. Recognising the fundraising hit that 
delaying or even cancelling this year’s event would 
represent to the voluntary sector, a group of mass-

participation sports event organisers, including 
London Marathon Events, hastily staged The 2.6 
Challenge to start on the day the marathon was 
scheduled to be held, which has raised more than 
£10m for almost 4,000 good causes.

But for all the positivity and extraordinary 
fundraising efforts that came out of The 2.6 
Challenge, and although charities are grateful for the 
efforts made to organise at such short notice, the 
funds raised are a small percentage of what charities 
would usually receive from the London Marathon. 

And considerable uncertainty remains about 
whether the event will be able to go ahead as planned 
on 4 October, with the event director at London 
Marathon Events, Hugh Brasher, recently telling The 
Guardian newspaper that the delayed event might 
have to be reserved for elite runners only if social 
distancing measures persist.

In a statement to Third Sector, Brasher described 
the situation as “changing on a daily basis”, adding 
that the elite athlete-only race was the least favoured 
option of many drawn up by marathon organisers. 
“We are working on a range of scenarios for 4 
October that we prefer, and not commenting on what 
these might be,” he says. 

If the event cannot take place on 4 October, he says, 
organisers “will only comment on any of the myriad 
different decisions we will be taking when any 
announcement is made”.

The learning disability charity Mencap is due to be 
the “charity of the year” for the 2020 marathon. It 
holds 90 gold bond places (a controversial placement 
allocation system that is currently under review by 
the organisers) and has been granted a further 250 
guaranteed places in the 2020 race as part of the 
charity-of-the-year arrangement. 

A spokeswoman for Mencap says it has already 
raised more money this year than in previous years 
because of its status, but it is unclear what would 
happen to that privilege if the marathon has to be 
cancelled entirely later this year. LME declined to 
respond to a question on the subject. 

But despite the ongoing uncertainty, the charity 
argues there is more to the partnership than simply 
fundraising potential: being charity of the year gives 
an added level of visibility to the charity or charities 
in question. “The partnership and its platform have 
already enabled us to engage a much wider audience 
in learning disability,” the spokeswoman explains. 

It’s an opportunity, she adds, that the charity will 
continue to build on by pushing for increased 
visibility in the future.

analysis

We are working on a 
range of scenarios 

for 4 October that we 
prefer, and we are not 
commenting on what 
these might be”
Hugh Brasher, event director, London Marathon 
Events

BACK TO CONTENTS
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I expect that, like me, you’ve at least once been on 
holiday and met a “Rita, Barry and the twins 

from Lyme Regis”, who were great fun to hang out 
with. In a blur of bacchanalian bliss you vowed to 
stay in touch only to be absolutely horrified when 
they took you at your word and, over a subsequent 
interminable surprise visit from them to your home, 
you discovered you had nothing whatsoever in 
common other than that you happened to be on 
holiday in the same place at the same time. 

This lockdown scenario reminds me so much of 
that. Despite the Zoomoaning (my new word!), I’ve 
nonetheless noticed several folk opining that this 
remote working is the “new normal”, a phrase I have 
always loathed. 

But the reality is that huge swathes of our 
workforce have lost their jobs or been furloughed so 
they can’t work at all. Those who can are mostly 

Years of studies show that we 
learn, work, communicate and 

build relationships better when 
we are in the same physical space

REMOTE WORKING IS A 
RELATIONSHIP OF PROXIMITY,  

NOT COMPATIBILITY
Debra Allcock Tyler is chief executive  

of the Directory of Social Change
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making this way of working work because we are 
being forced to (for understandable reasons). 

For those of us who are privileged to still have jobs, 
the truth is that it’s actually pretty uncomfortable. 
Perching on the kitchen stool and balancing your 
laptop against the butter dish so you get a better angle 
for your Zoom meeting is a less than ideal workspace. 
And constant communication by video is stressful and 
tiring, because it is not natural for human beings who 
need to be in social proximity to each other. 

Those who have had to Zoom with family members 
will know the huge inadequacies of that form of 
interaction: the same human need to be in physical 
proximity with family applies in our wider lives. 

Yes, in some ways we have learned things that we 
should retain. We can now legitimately call out 
employers who resist flexible working. We now know 
we don’t need every member of a team to work nine 
to five, and there is no justifiable reason why people 
with caring responsibilities can’t regularly work from 
home and flex their hours. 

The fact that remote working is obviously possible 
for many office-based jobs is also important for 
marginalised groups. There are now pretty much no 
excuses for employers to deny people living with 
disabilities, or other challenges, jobs on the dubious 
grounds that “this job can’t be done from home”. 

But even if the socially distant life is sustainable as 
a future way of working, most of our UK workforce 
does not have the luxury of being in the sorts of jobs 

that can be done from home. According to Office for 
National Statistics data from 2019, little more than 5 
per cent of the 32.6 million people in employment 
can take advantage, and it varies by sector and role. 

For example, in the two largest industries – 
accommodation/food services and health/social 
work – only 10 per cent report being able to work 
from home. Even then, they’re usually in managerial 
or admin roles. If you are a driver, nurse, cleaner, 
social worker, police officer, farm worker, factory 
worker, chef, hospitality worker, gardener, builder, 
distribution worker, supermarket worker and so on, 
work is “out there”, not “in here”. The same is true for 
many of our charities.

So, even though for many of us the only way of 
getting the job done right now is through this virtual 
world, we would do well to remember that this 
doesn’t change the fundamental human need to be 
around other people. 

Years of studies show that we learn, work, 
communicate and build relationships better when we 
are in the same physical space. Not all the time 
perhaps, but often enough. If we don’t, we die 
younger, are more prone to mental health issues and 
are more likely to become physically unwell. 

Rita, Barry and those awful twins turned out to be 
a holiday fling, a relationship of proximity, not 
compatibility. So while social distancing measures 
are still in place, treat this time for what it is: a weird 
holiday from normality.

opinion
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9 in 10 
charities say: 
Our services  
have suffered 
under this 
pandemic 
Analysis of two exclusive Third Sector surveys reveals 
the stark financial and operational impact of Covid-19 
on the charity sector. Andy Hillier reports

E                  ven in normal times, charities struggle 
to juggle their income and expenditure, and often 
find themselves operating on a shoestring. So it 
came as little surprise when the pandemic hit that 
they were among the organisations sounding the 
alarm about the potentially devastating impact the 
lockdown could have on their sustainability.

An early prediction in March from the National 
Council for Voluntary Organisations placed the 
potential loss of income for charities at about £4bn, 
but even this figure might prove conservative. 

Insight report
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A number of larger charities, including Oxfam, 
Barnardo’s and Macmillan Cancer Support, have 
been forced to furlough hundreds, if not thousands, 
of members of staff to help balance the books. And, 
as is usual when financial crisis hits, smaller 
charities have found themselves particularly 
exposed: the Small Charities Coalition says about 
100 of its members have reported that they’re about 
to run out of funding, with some able to remain 
open only thanks to the generosity of volunteers. 
Here, Third Sector delves deeper into the challenges 
faced by charities across the country. 

Initial impact 
Between 2 and 8 April, Third Sector conducted an 
online survey with readers to establish what was 
happening across the board. Almost 1,700 people 
took part in it.

At that point, the majority of respondents (52 per 
cent) said their roles had not been changed or 
placed at risk by the coronavirus outbreak, with an 
overwhelming majority of those (74 per cent) also 
believing this situation would not change.  

But of those who had seen their roles amended, 43 
per cent of respondents said that their roles were 
being furloughed, 20 per cent said they had been 
asked to reduce their hours, 19 per cent reported 
that they had been asked to take pay cuts and 18 per 
cent said their roles were at risk of redundancy. 

Madeleine Cassidy, chief executive of the 
Watford-based Bobath Centre, which supports 
children and families living with cerebral palsy and 
similar neurological conditions, says it took decisive 
action to reduce costs. “We have had to take a 

We had to 
reconfigure our 

organisation overnight, 
retraining staff and 
adapting services to 
meet people’s needs”
Kim Shutler, chief executive, Cellar Trust

Some large charities have been 
forced to furlough hundreds, even 
thousands, of employees 

A Third Sector survey found most 
people’s roles had not been placed 
at risk and it was generally thought 
this would not change

Freelancers and consultants have 
felt the squeeze

Few charity staff members believe 
their employers will benefit  
from the government’s emergency 
£750m fund

SPEED READ
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››

number of measures, including furloughing 
members of staff, pay reductions, cutting contractor 
hours, delaying projects, stopping all non-essential 
costs and recruiting volunteers to help with vital 
tasks,” she says. 

When asked if their employers had introduced or 
were considering measures to mitigate the effects 
of coronavirus, 86 per cent of respondents said they 
had placed or intended to place some roles on 
furlough, 7 per cent said their employers had cut or 
planned to cut pay temporarily, and a further 7 per 
cent said their employers had started or were 
planning to make redundancies. 

Kim Shutler, chief executive of the Bradford-based 
mental health charity the Cellar Trust, says: “We 
had to reconfigure our organisation overnight, 
retraining staff and adapting services to meet the 
needs of the most vulnerable people. But we are 
lucky that our public sector contracts give us a level 
of stability, and we have worked with 
commissioners to flex our arrangements.” 

Across the country there have been reports of 
charities experiencing dramatic changes in demand 
for their services, with some organisations forced to 
close because people can no longer use their 
services in the light of social distancing rules and 
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Freelancers and consultants play an 
incredibly important role in the charity 

sector, allowing organisations to gain access 
to expert advice and scale up and down quickly 
and cost-effectively. However, in times of crisis 
the freelance budget is often the first to go.

Claire Warner, a fundraising consultant, says 
95 per cent of her work was cancelled 
overnight when the lockdown began.

“I went from having a full book to nothing,” 
says Warner, who last year conducted 
research into wellbeing in the fundraising 
sector. “I was lucky that I had enough money 
saved away for a rainy day, but I was well 
aware that others weren’t, so I sent out a 
mini-survey aimed at fundraisers, both those 
employed directly by charities and freelancers 
and consultants.”

More than 400 people have completed 
Warner’s survey so far, including almost 100 
freelancers or consultants. About 50 per cent 
of the latter group reported that their work had 
decreased by at least 50 per cent or 
disappeared altogether in the aftermath of the 
lockdown. “Many organisations furloughed their 
staff and got rid of freelancers,” says Warner.

After about week three of the lockdown, 
Warner says, some of her work started to 
come back as charities realised they still 
needed support. Other freelancers and 

Freelancers feel the squeeze
consultants she has spoken to have had similar 
experiences.  “It seemed there was a bit of 
knee-jerk reaction to get rid of some of the 
consultants, but then some people have been 
taken back on or given part-hours back.”

Warner says she is aware of some 
freelancers who have decided to take the 
financial hit themselves in an attempt to retain 
clients. “They’re desperately trying to keep 
clients happy,” she says. “It means they’re 
delivering more hours for less money or even 
delivering stuff for free.”

The financial support on offer to self-
employed people has been criticised as 
confusing. Warner says that in her experience 
freelancers are taking advantage of the 

Have you seen your work 
reduce since the outbreak  
of coronavirus?

 Yes, significantly
 Not noticeably
 Yes, moderately
 My workload has increased

32%

27%

20%

21%

payment holidays on offer from the banks, 
rather than looking to the government to keep 
themselves afloat financially. “I know of people 
who have applied for mortgage holidays so they 
can continue working for the client in the faith 
that once the client is back on their feet they’ll 
go back to the previous relationship,” she says.

Sarah Fitzgerald, a self-employed charity 
communications strategist, agrees it has been 
tough on freelancers. “Many of us are self-
employed through limited companies and 
furloughing isn’t really an option,” she says. “It’s 
made tougher by furloughed employees 
volunteering for other charities, essentially 
shutting out freelancers. I can understand why 
it’s an option charities are going for, though.”

Stats from 
Erotome  

survey on 
previous page
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others reporting a surge for their support. When 
asked whether the outbreak had led to a significant 
change in their workloads, 32 per cent of 
respondents reported a reduction in their 
workloads of more than 50 per cent and a further 
20 per cent said that their workloads had fallen 
moderately. Just over one in five (21 per cent) 
reported that their workloads had increased. 

The Girls Friendly Society, which provides 
opportunities for girls and young women to develop 
their self-esteem, is one of the charities to have 
experienced higher workloads. Chief executive 
Laura Sercombe says that, although it has retained 
all of its staff, it has been very busy. “The workload 
of the team has increased significantly as we work 
through adjusting our patterns of work and manage 
the increase in need,” she explains. 

“We have a committed team that is dedicated to 
meeting that need and a leadership team that met 
regularly to make sure we developed, reviewed and 
implemented our three work streams to look after 
beneficiaries, volunteers and staff.”

Longer impact
At the beginning of May, Third Sector conducted a 
further survey to understand in more depth what 
was happening to readers and their employers. 
More than 200 people took part in the study, with 
the majority of respondents working for either 
medium-sized or large charities.

The overwhelming majority (88 per cent) 
reported that their charities’ ability to deliver 
services had been affected by the pandemic, with 65 
per cent reporting that their employers had 
furloughed some staff. 

Of those organisations that had furloughed staff, 
37 per cent had furloughed between 10 and 50 per 
cent of their workforces. However, about one in five 
(21 per cent) reported that their employers had 
furloughed more than 50 per cent of their staff. 

The Bobath Centre’s Cassidy says her charity is 
among those to furlough a large percentage of its 
staff, placing some 75 per cent of its workforce on 
the scheme. “At present we have furloughed most 
of our therapy staff and some supporting staff 
because we aren’t treating people in person, and 
some of our beneficiaries are compromised health-
wise and therefore shielding,” says Cassidy. “We are 
operating with one or two therapists at present to 
provide on-call advice and virtual consultations, but 

Insight report
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demand for virtual support is lower than for hands-
on treatment.”

Some industries, such as aviation and retail, have 
already started to announce large-scale restructures 
and redundancies, knowing that demand for their 
products and services is unlikely to return soon. 
Despite many charities expressing concerns about 
the long-term impact of the lockdown on their 
finances, our study suggests the majority are 
holding back on making big changes at this stage. 
According to the study, only 35 per cent of 
respondents said that their employers were 
considering restructures or redundancies.

There was further good news on job losses. Of 
those surveyed, a majority of 54 per cent said they 
felt that their jobs were safe, compared with 39 per 
cent who felt they were at risk.

Not surprisingly, given the large number of 
fundraising events that have been cancelled or 
postponed in recent months, income generation 
remains a major concern, according to our survey. 
Fifty-three per cent of respondents said that their 
employers’ fundraised income was down significantly 
as a result of the pandemic, with a further 29 per cent 
reporting that it was down moderately.

The Cellar Trust’s Shutler says: “Our earned 
income, which makes up about a quarter of our 
total income, is the bit we are worried about. 
Ultimately it might mean that some areas of our 
service offering increase, whereas others are sadly 
no longer viable.”

Hugh Thompson, director of fundraising 
and communications at Debra, which 

supports people with the skin condition 
Epidermolysis Bullosa, says the coronavirus 
has had a huge effect on its ability to trade. 
The charity employs 308 staff, some 250 of 
whom are employed in its 120 charity shops. 

 All but two of its retail staff were 
furloughed when the scheme was first 
announced. Since then the charity has 
reduced its headcount further by 
furloughing a number of other roles. Now it 
is operating with just 24 staff. “The short-
term savings are huge, because our principal 
costs are our staff and the majority of them 
simply cannot work,” Thompson says.

 However, its community support roles 
have largely been protected. “Front-line 
support for people with underlying health 
conditions is vital at this time,” he says.

 Thompson says it has been a challenge not 
only to keep the organisation going with so 
few people, but also to keep furloughed staff 
up to speed. The charity hopes to reopen up 
to 25 of its larger stores as early June. “But 
fundraising dinners and gala events look a 
long way off,” says Thompson.

 The charity has no immediate plans to 
radically restructure the organisation or 
make redundancies, but if the current 
financial situation continues in the longer 
term it will move into stage two of its disaster 
planning, Thompson says. “We’ll have to look 
at how we can run the charity on a pared-
back basis. The good news is that we have 
doubled our income in the past five years 
and have some reserves in place, but we are 
eating into that income.”

 In terms of emergency government 
grants or loans, he says it is not relying on 
this funding to keep the organisation going.

We’ve gone from 
308 to 24 staff

How much has fundraising 
income been affected by the 
crisis at your charity?

Not at all
13%

Moderately 
29%

Significantly
53%

Not sure  5%
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Nearly half of respondents (47 per cent) said that 
the charities they worked for had attempted to plug 
some of the income loss by launching emergency 
fundraising appeals. However, Sercombe of the GFS 
says that, although it has continued to fundraise, it 
has not launched an emergency appeal because the 
market is “so crowded”. 

Surprisingly few respondents (17 per cent) said 
they anticipated that their employers would receive 
shares of the government’s £750m financial support 
package, with the majority (56 per cent) believing 
that they would not benefit from this cash. 

In a blog for Third Sector, Rachel Kirby-Rider, chief 
executive of Clic Sargent, complained that charities 
were struggling to get information on how to apply 
for the funding. “There is no telephone number to 
call, no website to apply to and no public 
information on how the £750m pot for charities can 
be accessed,” she wrote.

Has your charity launched an 
emergency appeal?

No 
50%

Yes
47%

Not sure  3%

Does your organisation 
anticipate receiving some of 
the government’s £750m 
financial support package  
for the sector?

Not sure 
28%

No
56%

Yes  17%

How long do you estimate your 
organisation can survive 
under its current financial 
circumstances?

Between  
6 months  
and a year 
34%

A year  
or more
54%

Less than  
6 months  
12%

Our charity is 
fortunate in having 

reserves at this time, but 
we are looking forward 
to a return to normality, 
because living on 
reserves is not a viable 
long-term solution”
Madeleine Cassidy, chief executive, Bobath Centre

With it generally considered best practice for most 
charities to hold financial reserves of between three 
and six months, there are concerns that the longer 
the lockdown continues the more likely it is we’ll 
see charities simply run out of money and collapse. 
But our survey suggests respondents believe their 
employers will survive for at least six months 
before they fail, with the majority (54 per cent) 
anticipating they’ll survive for at least a year.

The Bobath Centre’s Cassidy says: “Our charity is 
fortunate in having reserves at this time, but we are 
looking forward to a return to normality as soon as 
we can because living on reserves isn’t a viable long-
term solution.”
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The Brain Tumour Charity has been a 
standout performer of the charity sector 

in recent years, with its income almost 
doubling over the past six. Sarah Lindsell, its 
chief executive, predicts the current financial 
year will be tough for the charity, with its 
income likely to be near £6m, compared with 
the £14.5m it had initially budgeted for.  

But that does not necessarily mean the 
charity will have to make drastic short-term 
cuts to survive. “We have strong reserves, 
really clear goals and a strong staff team,” 
says Lindsell. “I’m really not too worried 
about this year. It’s next year that’s going to 
be really tough.”

About a quarter of BTC’s staff team has 
been furloughed. In some cases it took the 
decision because people couldn’t do their 
jobs, but in most instances staff themselves 
asked to be furloughed because of their 
personal circumstances. 

“Like many charities we have a lot of female 
staff members, and more often than not they 
are carrying the burden of childcare,” says 
Lindsell. “Trying to do certain jobs with little 
ones around your feet is pretty impossible. 
We offered staff the chance to furlough pretty 
early on.” But she adds that she hopes to get 
staff back soon.

We’re predicting our income 
will fall by at least 50 per cent 
but we’re prepared

Lindsell says she’s aware that some charities 
have been wary about dipping into their 
reserves, but BTC has taken a different view. 
“Listening to some of my fellow chief 
executives, they’re concerned about their 
reserves policies,” she says. “But the point of 
having reserves is for the rainy day. This is the 
rainiest of rainy days.”

Like many in the sector, the charity has seen 
a surge in demand for its support, with 
requests up by about 60 per cent. Lindsell says 
the BTC team has responded brilliantly: “We 
hire people for their flexibility, so we have been 
able to take people from other teams and put 
them into our support team.” 

Although fundraising has taken a hit, Lindsell 
says it has decided against launching an 
emergency appeal. “Most of our fundraising 
comes from those who have been diagnosed 
with a brain tumour or lost someone with one. 
In the middle of a pandemic, they don’t need to 
hear how dreadful it is for a charity.”

The charity has also decided to push ahead 
with awarding £5m towards research funding. 
“If we start pulling back support now, not 
supporting the community when people really 
need us and pushing back the research, that 
will create problems three or four years down 
the line.”

If we start pulling back support now, not 
supporting the community when people really 

need us and pushing back the research, that will 
create problems three or four years down the line” 
Sarah Lindsell, chief executive, Brain Tumour Charity
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Charities

Smuggling burner phones to women 
locked down with abusive partners, 
mobilising volunteers in their thousands, 
warning that lives will be cut short – the 
charity sector shows its true value amid 
the Covid-19 pandemic  Rebecca Cooney reports 

“The voluntary   
   sector does  
        not die”
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              he coronavirus pandemic has touched 
every aspect of life in the UK. How we work, how 
we live and how we interact with each other have all 
been transformed by its presence.

The same can be said of the charity sector. Both 
have worked their way into every corner of society, 
affecting everyone, but having the biggest impact on 
the most vulnerable. 

And one has had a devastating effect on the other: 
as incidents of Covid-19 rocketed in March, and 
social distancing became lockdown, it became clear 
that the pandemic was going to be a catastrophe for 
the voluntary sector. Fundraising events were 
cancelled, charity shops closed, face-to-face 
fundraising became impossible. As stocks fell and 
donors became increasingly concerned about their 
own economic position, the National Council for 
Voluntary Organisations estimated the sector would 
lose £4.3bn in just the first 12 weeks of the crisis. 

Simultaneously, demand for services spiralled as 
those who were already struggling financially, 
emotionally or in terms of health were hit by the 
impact of the restrictions and the ability to deliver 
services was hampered.

Yet despite these overwhelming obstacles, the 
voluntary sector has continued to do amazing work 
to support those who need them most. This is the 
pandemic through their eyes. 

Doubled demand 
Solomon Smith founded the Brixton Soup Kitchen, 
a south London charity that provides hot meals and 
legal advice to homeless people and those in need. 
He recently spent £25 on a small bottle of hand 
sanitiser after panic buying left local supermarkets 
and cash-and-carries empty of supplies. 

“We usually buy a pack of 7 for £7.99, but we 
needed it, no one else had it and we wanted to keep 
our staff and the vulnerable people we help safe,” 
he says. Demand for the charity’s services has 
doubled since the beginning of the crisis, with many 
people approaching it for the first time. With its 
dining spaces closed, the charity has had to be 
creative to deal with the shame many feel about the 
depths this crisis has pushed them to, while still 
maintaining social distancing. 

“A lot of people are embarrassed that they use us, 
so we’ve been arranging to drop food off in the old 

T
The coronavirus crisis has touched 
everyone, including charities 

The NCVO estimated the sector 
would lose £4bn-plus in the first 
three months alone

As demand for some charities’  
services has increased, so has the 
need for emergency funding

But one bright spot has been the 
collaboration that has emerged in 
many parts of the sector
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BT phone boxes,” Smith explains. Before the 
pandemic hit, he says, the workload was hard but 
manageable, “but now we’ve had to reduce the 
number of volunteers in order to keep them safe”.

The charity has applied for emergency funding, 
but Smith says he’s yet to hear back about it.

In Leeds, Shantona Women and Children’s Centre 
supports women, particularly from BAME 
communities, providing training, early years 
education and domestic violence support.

The charity normally works face-to-face, often 
with women who aren’t known to any other 
services, so the lockdown prompted a massive 
overhaul, with services moving to Zoom and 
WhatsApp. This has been a huge challenge, says 
Nahid Rasool, the charity’s chief executive, because 
many of those the charity is in contact with are not 
computer-literate or don’t speak or read in English. 

Yet, even with one staff member hospitalised with 
coronavirus, Rasool says morale is high: “Most staff 
are from the community, s0 they want to help.” 

The charity has expanded its services, providing 
food parcels for the most vulnerable families and, 
despite a lack of digital knowledge at first, 
launching YouTube videos, including cooking 
classes to help service users prepare unfamiliar 
ingredients in the food parcels and activities to 
keep young children engaged while stuck indoors.

Rasool is also trying to work out how to get hold 
of mobile phones to smuggle to women who are 
locked down with abusive partners so the charity 
can check on their wellbeing.

For Jane Ide, chief executive of the infrastructure 
body Navca, the pandemic has been “a classic 
example of how, at local and front-line level, we’ve 
all been getting on and doing what needs doing.”

Rita Chadha, chief executive of the Small 
Charities Coalition, agrees, saying charities have 

Charities

The pandemic is a 
classic example of 

how, at local and front-
line level, we’ve all been 
getting on and doing 
what needs doing”
Jane Ide, chief executive, Navca

been reaching out to support each other like never 
before. “We often find the poorest in society give 
more, and we’re seeing a lot of charities thinking 
this way at the moment,” she says.

But money is a constant concern. More than 100 
charities are known to have folded so far, but many 
more are teetering on the brink. Ide says she’s 
routinely hearing from charities that are mere 
weeks away from closing their doors. “What 
happens if the beneficiaries of those charities 
continue to need that support?” she asks. “That’s 
more pressure on the NHS and on local authorities, 
which are themselves facing a financial crisis. If 
those services can’t help, they’ll be abandoned.”

 
Source of hope 
A source of funding hope for many small groups is 
the National Emergencies Trust, established after the 
Grenfell fire and the London and Manchester terror 
attacks in 2017 to enable public generosity to be 
funnelled quickly to local level after major incidents. 
It has raised £80m from the public, trusts and 
foundations, corporates and government match-
funding in six weeks since it was launched in March.

Chief executive John Herriman says he’s been 
struck by how focused on their missions grass-roots 
charities are during this crisis. “They are so 
incredibly proud of the work they are doing to 
support vulnerable people and the way they have 
been able to adapt and repurpose to do it,” he says.

Thanks to its strong relationship with community 
foundations, NET was able to get its first tranche of 
funding, totalling £2.5m, to community groups on 
the ground within the first six days of the appeal. 
Since then, it has distributed £5m a week, with an 
average grant of between £3,000 and £5,000.

“We measure our success from how little money 
we’ve got in our bank account, because as soon as 
the money’s in we’re pushing to get rid of it,” 
Herriman says. Yet these grants can only go so far. 
They’re aimed at dealing with the immediate crisis 
more than the long-term impact and, despite being 
a lifeline for smaller organisations, they might not 
be enough for medium-sized groups.

Volunteer mobilisation 
Chada views the sector as swinging between 
extremes: “The motivation in the sector to do good 
has never been higher, but the ability and capacity 
has never been lower.” 

It’s a statement that could easily be applied to the 
volunteering conundrum triggered by the 



Most staff members  
are from the community  

so they want to be  
able to help”
Nahid Rasool, chief executive, Shantona Centre
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pandemic. A call for volunteers to support the NHS 
in mid-March met its 750,000 target within four 
days. The British Red Cross coronavirus relief effort 
has attracted 74,000 community response 
volunteers. According to Navca, another quarter of 
a million have signed up through their local 
infrastructure bodies. More than 4,250 mutual aid 
groups – networks allowing people to support their 
neighbours – have sprung up, the smallest 
consisting of a handful of members, the largest 
comprising more than 1,000 volunteers.

The Royal Voluntary Service was already working 
with the tech company GoodSam to develop an app 
that allowed people to sign up for volunteering 
quickly and easily, and it rapidly became the 
recruitment point for NHS volunteers. Now the app 
directs up to 5,000 NHS volunteers a day to 
transport medical equipment to patients’ homes, or 
pick up food or prescriptions. The RVS estimates 
that about 70,000 such tasks had been completed 
by the beginning of May.

But the groundswell of community mobilisation is 
not without complications. Initially, many NHS 
volunteers who were raring to go had to wait as 
supply outstripped demand: charities needed 
volunteers, but weren’t ready to take them, RVS 
chief executive Catherine Johnstone explains. 

The RVS has not been alone with this issue. Vicky 
Browning, chief executive of the charity leaders 
body Acevo, says there’s a sense that a volunteer is 
a free resource. “The time is freely given, but there’s 

a cost attached to using volunteers well,” she says, 
explaining that, after volunteers have been 
recruited, they have to be checked, deployed, 
motivated and supported. And, with “vast numbers” 
of volunteer managers currently furloughed, there’s 
a danger volunteers will find themselves out of their 
depth, dealing with people with mental health, drug 
or alcohol issues, for example.

Paul Reddish, chief executive of Volunteering 
Matters, says the rush to volunteer has also 
highlighted the severe lack of investment in 
volunteering infrastructure. 

“Our ability to respond has been diminished not 
by our expertise, but by the fact that volunteer 
centres, CVSs, local infrastructure and overall 
investment in volunteering as a discipline has been 
decimated over the past decade,” he says. “You’re 
finding organisations absolutely creaking at the 
seams trying to manage the influx of people.” 

Despite this, he says, voluntary organisations are 
doing amazing things: mobilising people, getting to 
hard-to-reach people and saving lives.

Many people might have thought of themselves as 
just “helping out” rather than volunteering, 
Johnstone says, and if the sector wants to maintain 
the momentum it has built up during the pandemic 
it needs to make it easy for people to continue, 
giving them clear opportunities. But she thinks the 
willingness to help out will outlast the crisis. “This 
is about the fabric of society,” she says. “The crisis 
has made us realise we’re all stitches in it, and we 
all have to be part of it if we want to recover.”

 
Balance at the top 
Leading a charity is often a question of balance, 
between meeting need and conserving resources, 
between cause and organisation, between heart and 
head. Recently, that balancing act has become 
infinitely more delicate.

“The chief executive role is one of responsibility: 
the buck stops with you and it feels that much more 
heightened during this situation, which no one was 
expecting,” Acevo’s Browning says.

Increased workloads, working remotely with 
blurred work-life boundaries and concerns about 
staff mental health mean chief executives are taking 
on more than ever, as well as facing high-stakes 
decisions on pay and furloughing through the 
government’s job-retention scheme. 

It’s not a straightforward choice for charities. 
Sarah Vibert, director of policy and volunteering at 

Most charities are 
not delivering 

services that can be 
interrupted for a period 
of months the way a pub 
can just mothball the 
kegs and close down. 
They need to support the 
public, which means 
expenditure continues” 

Sarah Vibert, director of policy, NCVO
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the National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 
says furloughing can help to protect organisations 
against the worst financial impacts of coronavirus. 
But “the majority of charities we are talking to are 
not delivering services that can be interrupted for a 
period of months the way a pub can just mothball 
the kegs and close down”, she says. “They need to 
step up to support the public, which means the 
expenditure related to those services has to 
continue and often increase.”

For Together Co, a loneliness charity based in 
Brighton, furloughing would have been an easy 
solution. But it would have resulted in beneficiaries 
and the Brighton community losing out, so it has 
stayed open. 

“If we furloughed all of our staff, we’d have 
£39,000 a month for doing nothing,” chief executive 
Jo Crease, says. Instead, the charity has increased 
its befriending work by 91 per cent and its volunteer 
sign-ups by 228. “We’re part of a cross-sector team 
responding to city-wide need, we’re involved in the 
council’s strategic planning to get food to everyone 
and we’re feeding into the policy planning for the 
rebuilding effort,” Crease adds. 

As Browning puts it, staying open might mean 
haemorrhaging money and risking closure, but 

“what’s the point of you if you don’t do anything 
when your services are massively in demand?”

The children’s charity Barnardo’s expects to lose 
between 25 and 35 per cent of its income this year 
and took the decision to furlough 3,000 of its 8,500 
staff members early in the crisis. It has pledged to 
top up furlough funding to ensure staff receive their 
whole salaries for as long as possible.

Most furloughed employees were from the 
charity’s shops, which were shuttered in March. But 
several hundred were from other services, 

We’re part of a  
cross-sector team 

responding to city-wide 
need, we’re involved in 
the council’s strategic 
planning to get food to 
everyone and we’re 
feeding into the policy 
planning for the 
rebuilding effort” 
Jo Crease, chief executive, Together Co

Steve Verrall, a volunteer befriender at the loneliness charity Together Co, sets out on a shopping run
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particularly back-office support, where remaining 
employees are doing the work of two or three 
people as the charity fights to continue supporting 
children who need it, in person or digitally.

“It’s wonderful to see the inventive work that’s 
going on, but to say anything other than ‘it’s really 
tough’ would be a misrepresentation,” chief 
executive Javed Khan says. “Something has to give 
to get us out the other side. It’s going to get more 
and more difficult the longer it goes on.”

Charity leaders are also having to find balance 
between the short-term emergency and the long-
term survival of their organisations. Funders were 
quick to respond: more than 300 have pledged to be 
flexible about financial, outcome and reporting 
requirements while charities they fund deal with 
the crisis. Hundreds more have launched 
emergency fundraising appeals.

But Fatima Iftikhar of the anti-racism campaign 
group CharitySoWhite warns that many funders 
have been so focused on providing emergency 
funding that they could find their resources 
depleted when the costs of recovery hit.

She also warns that funders have 
(understandably) stepped up to ensure the futures 
of organisations they already support. “But BAME-
led and focused organisations were underfunded to 
begin with, and lack the connections they really 
need,” she says. “So we’re looking at a situation 
where these charities are deprioritised further.”

At a time when the crisis is exacerbating existing 
racial and economic inequalities (a report by the 
London-based charity the Ubele Initiative has 
warned that nine out of 10 BAME micro and small 
voluntary and community organisations could face 

permanent closure within months), 
CharitySoWhite has called on leaders to ensure 
racial equality is at the heart of their responses.

“There’s a false binary: that either you keep your 
work going or you focus on issues of social and race 
equality,” Iftikhar says. “But it is civil society’s role 
to put social justice at the heart of what you do.”

 
‘Stunning’ collaboration 
The sector’s infrastructure and support bodies are 
not immune to the devastation wreaked by the 
pandemic, with the NCVO and the Directory of 
Social Change among those to have furloughed 
large chunks of their workforces in the face of 
considerable losses of income. But from the earliest 
weeks of the crisis, something remarkable has 
happened in the sector. 

For years, everyone has agreed on the need for 
greater collaboration. Since March, that idle dream 
has become a fully-fledged reality.

The NCVO, Acevo, Navca, the Institute of 
Fundraising, the SCC, the Charity Finance Group, 
the DSC, Volunteering Matters, CharityComms and 
many others have moved to form a coalition calling 
on the government to provide urgent financial 
support. The group talks daily across Zoom, email 
and WhatsApp. Several members say they see each 
other more than their own spouses.

“I’m so proud to be working with this group of 
people,” Browning says. “We have different types of 
members with different needs: local, national, big, 
small, a whole mix of causes and a spectrum of 
views, from cautious to gung ho. Yet throughout 
we’ve remained partners in all this.

“Sometimes it’s been chaotic and sometimes it’s 
been like a well-oiled machine, but the sense of 
camaraderie might last longer than some of our 
own organisations.”

The DSC’s chief executive, Debra Allcock Tyler, 
says the collaboration has been “absolutely 
stunning” observing that “egos are being well and 
truly managed” to make the coalition work. DSC 
head of policy Jay Kennedy says he believes the 
all-encompassing impact of the lockdown has, for 
the umbrella groups at least, been a great leveller, 
pushing aside old power dynamics.

“If there had been some other situation that 
required all of this collaboration, you’d have had to 
attend a specific breakfast meeting in central 
London on a Thursday morning at 8am to be a part 
of the group, but all that’s gone out of the window,” 
he says.

BAME-led and 
focused 

organisations were 
underfunded to begin 
with, so we’re looking at 
a situation where these 
charities are further 
deprioritised”
Fatima Iftikhar, CharitySoWhite
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The coalition has also opened up the opportunity 
for new relationships with government and 
Whitehall in particular, Ide says, something the 
sector has struggled with in recent years.

And the campaign has achieved results, though 
how significant they will be in the long run is open 
to debate.

 
Daily struggle for existence 
Under the banner #EveryDayCounts, the coalition 
hoped to ram home to government the dire, daily 
struggle for existence that many charities suddenly 
found themselves faced with in the absence of that 
£4.2bn of funding. 

And the government listened, sort of. On 8 April, 
three weeks after the campaign was launched, 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced £750m of 
funding earmarked for the charity sector.

The move was almost universally greeted by the 
sector as good, but really only the start. More 
troublingly, a month after the announcement had 
been made, not a single penny had yet reached the 
front line.

“Every day counts, but apparently only every day 
in June,” one charity chief executive comments 
ruefully.

As time ticks on, more charities are nearing the 
end of their reserves, and more casualties are likely 
in the next few weeks.

The sense of frustration is palpable. Comments by 
Oliver Dowden, the Secretary of State for Digital, 
Culture, Media & Sport, that the package had “done 
the job” and that the government “can’t save every 
charity” have done little to comfort the umbrella 
bodies that the plight of charities, and the work 
they do, is being understood. 

Ide says it’s not about protecting the 
organisations that make up the sector, but the 
people they work with, people who will die, have 
their lives shortened and their life chances reduced 
without the right support. 

“If someone could say to me ‘we will lose every 
charity in the country but the people they support 
are going to be fine because we’ll do X, Y and Z to 
support them’, then fine, that would be job done,” 
she says.

Kennedy adds that, beyond the moral argument, 
there is a financial one to be made. “There’s no 
sense in letting these services fall apart more and 
more, and letting people get into worse and worse 
states, from a cynical political economy point of 
view,” he says.

“We’re not asking for a bailout. We’re saying let’s 
prevent the worst of the damage so we as a country 
can come back from this.”

Ide says it’s hard to know whether that message 
simply hasn’t got across, or whether it has and it 
doesn’t matter to government. She suspects it’s a 
bit of both. So the campaign has morphed into 
#NeverMoreNeeded, a bold statement to the 
government and the public alike of the importance 
of charities’ role in dealing with the coronavirus 
crisis and the recovery.

The campaign is calling for more money to 
support the sector, that measures for business be 
altered to include charities and for the current 
package to be distributed quickly and fairly, with 
equality and diversity at the heart of it.

Similar support 
Beyond that, Ide says, it’s also calling for a similar 
level of public awareness of and support for 
charities as there has (rightly) been for NHS 
workers, for shop workers and for refuse collectors, 
to take just a few examples. 

Allcock Tyler believes it’s unlikely that the money 
will arrive in a single package, but rather that the 
sector will have to keep pushing for each small 
parcel of support to help charities make it over the 
line, wherever that is.

As the country, the government and the sector 
begin to look to the future, there are positives that 
can be taken from the coronavirus pandemic. New 
ways of working, a level of collaboration and 
accessibility, and the opportunity to redefine its 
relationship with the government, all are things the 
sector has been striving towards for years and 
which have come into being overnight.

And although many organisations in the sector 
and the people they support are facing a deeply 
uncertain future, among the small charities, the 
national giants and the umbrella bodies that have 
come together to support them there is a sense – if 
not of optimism – then of pride in what has been 
achieved, and fierce determination.

“The voluntary sector doesn’t die,” Allcock Tyler 
says. “Charities might – and it’s wrong that they do 
– and people that charities work with will die, and 
it’s wrong that they do. The government could 
alleviate the damage that will be done and has 
chosen not to.

“But the sector will bounce back and recover, 
because human beings want to help each other, and 
we won’t stop trying to do that.”

BACK TO CONTENTS
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From arriving a month  
early after allegations rocked  

her new organisation to navigating  
the grip of a global pandemic, the new chief 

executive of the Alzheimer’s Society, Kate Lee, 
reflects on leading through a crisis 

“I have seen more    
      innovation in 
                           the last    
             month than 
                             in my 
               entire time
                        in the
                       sector”

Emily Burt reports 

Photographs of Kate Lee (and Smudge) 
shot by her children, Pippa and Spike
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                                  ow weird is fate?” Kate Lee 
asks, over a glitching Zoom call. “No one ever wants 
to start a new job under the circumstances I did, 
but in some ways thank goodness things unfolded 
that way. I was only 10 days in when things started 
to go completely crazy.” 

There is nothing ordinary about the 
circumstances of our conversation. Rather than 
sitting near me at her office, she is speaking from 
her home in Coventry, where she is isolating with 
her husband, two teenage children and the 
schnauzer, Smudge. And, typically, Third Sector runs 
interviews with chief executives only after they have 
been in post for a while. 

But the first 10 weeks of Lee’s tenure as chief 
executive at the Alzheimer’s Society has thrown 
enough curve balls and twists to merit a feature 
film, let alone a 2,000-word interview. “It’s been the 
strangest of times,” she says. 

Lee was in her fourth year of the chief executive’s 
role at Clic Sargent, the teenage cancer charity, 
when the Alzheimer’s Society announced last 
September that its chief executive, Jeremy Hughes, 
would be stepping down in 2020 after a decade in 
post. It triggered a minor internal crisis for Lee: “If 
I was being really honest I wasn’t quite ready to 
leave Clic Sargent,” she says. 

Yet the chief executive role at the dementia 
charity was one of a “very tiny list” of jobs Lee says 
she had always wanted to get a shot at, and she 
knew it was unlikely the opportunity would arise 
again any time soon. She filed her application the 
day before the closing date and grew to know the 
organisation better as she moved through the 
subsequent recruitment process before her 
appointment was formally announced in December. 

“I knew that culturally there was a lot that needed 
to change,” she says, “but I talked to a lot of people 
and thought I was going into it with my eyes open.” 

But it is unlikely that any amount of due diligence 
could have prepared Lee for the circumstances of 
her transition. The need for a culture change at the 
Alzheimer’s Society escalated into crisis in February 
when The Guardian published allegations that the 
charity had spent £750,000 on non-disclosure 
agreements with staff in recent years. The story 
further claimed that Hughes had allegedly displayed 
bullying behaviour towards staff: complaints that 

“H

I couldn’t charge in 
with a cape and a 

mask shouting ‘ta-dah! 
I’m here!’ Framing 
myself as the saviour of 
the situation would have 
been really patronising”

In her first few months at the 
Alzheimer’s Society, Kate Lee has 
had to deal with the furore  
surrounding allegations made 
against her predecessor and with 
the Covid-19 lockdown  

She sees her responsibility as  
moving the charity forward, rather 
than unpicking the past

She believes the future of the  
charity sector lies in collaboration 
and mergers 
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had first surfaced on an anonymous Twitter 
account the previous autumn, but died away again, 
seemingly without incident. 

The Alzheimer’s Society strongly refuted all of the 
claims, but it faced a widespread backlash. Within a 
matter of days Hughes’s appointment to the chief 
executive role at Samaritans had been withdrawn 
and he stepped down early from his post. After 
swift discussions between the chairs of Clic Sargent 
and the Alzheimer’s Society, Lee began her new role 
a month early.

Deciding how to pitch her arrival in the middle of 
an organisational crisis was a challenge. “I couldn’t 
charge in with a cape and a mask shouting ‘ta-dah! 
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I’m here!’,” she says. “Framing myself as the saviour 
of the situation would have been really patronising, 
particularly when a huge amount of staff didn’t 
recognise the criticisms that had been circulating.” 

She was also conscious that her responsibility 
would be to move the charity forward, rather than 
throwing her energy into trying to unpick the past. 
But action was nonetheless needed: beyond the 
allegations that circulated around Hughes’s 
behaviour was a broader dissatisfaction with 
leadership at the charity. Months before, an internal 
staff survey had found that just 38 per cent of staff 
held a positive view of the organisation’s leadership, 
15 percentage points lower than the benchmark 
median average for similar charities. Even fewer 
respondents (28 per cent) said the leadership was 
in touch with its employees. 

“The board had been very honest with me that 
they wanted a chief executive with a strong track 
record on internal culture,” Lee says. “I didn’t feel 
completely naive about what was needed.” 

Handy platform
There is no easy fix for repairing a loss of trust, but 
transparency, honesty and accessibility are good 
places to start, and it quickly became clear that 
Lee’s well-established Twitter account, followed by 
more than 6,500 people, would prove a handy 
platform for building those foundations. 

She shared photos of her new Converse trainers 
on her first day, admitted four days into the job that 
it was only at this point she had learned to spell the 
word “Alzheimer’s” (“it was getting embarrassing”) 
and publicly acknowledged past failings in a 
message to the author of the dementia memoir 
Somebody I Used To Know, Dr Wendy Mitchell: “We 
clearly could have done better in the past; we will 
try harder in future.” 

And this energy goes far beyond big public 
gestures. On her desk Lee has a box full of thank-
you cards, handwritten and posted to Alzheimer’s 
Society employees on a daily basis. “I say things like 
‘hey, I heard you had a go at this and it went totally 
tits up, but I’m still so impressed that you tried. 
Have another go, given what you’ve learned. Try it 
again’,” she paraphrases. She stresses that these 
efforts are not about her looking “amazing”, but 
that this is simply the work you need to put in if you 
want to shift the culture of an organisation. 

“It’s not by complete luck that the board has ended 
up choosing a chief executive who has never been 
accused of being out of touch,” she says. “If anything 

Interview

The day before the interview with Kate 
Lee, a Charity Commission 

investigation concluded there was “no 
evidence of wrongdoing” at the 
Alzheimer’s Society and that claims the 
society had spent £750,000 on non-
disclosure agreements with staff “were 
not substantiated”. 

The regulator had reopened an 
investigation into the charity after the 
claims made in The Guardian, but found 
no evidence that confidentiality clauses 
used by the charity would have 
prevented staff from reporting any 
whistleblowing, bullying, harassment or 
discrimination. Trustees at the 
Alzheimer’s Society had “acted in line 
with their legal duties”, the commission 
said, and it was satisfied there were 
processes in place to ensure settlement 
payments were properly scrutinised. 

“I’m pleased the commission didn’t 
uphold any of the allegations,” Lee says. 
“But, equally, it’s a good time to reflect 
and evaluate: I don’t think we should be 
complacent, because some people 
clearly still had a bad experience of being 
in the organisation.” 

The charity has since been conducting 
an independent review of its policies  
and the processes by which people can 
raise organisational concerns, as well as 
evaluating previous decision-making 
processes. 

“We need to take a step back now and 
ask what we’ve learned,” Lee says. 

‘No evidence of 
wrongdoing’ 
at Alzheimer’s 
Society
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Kate Lee CV  
Age: 48

Married with two children

Lives in Coventry

2020-present  

Chief executive, Alzheimer’s 

Society

2015-2020  

Chief executive, Clic Sargent

2010-2015  

CEO, Myton Hospice Group, 

Coventry and Warwickshire

2006-2010  

Director of strategy, British 

Red Cross (and other roles at 

the BRC from 1994) 

Voluntary roles have included 

CoppaFeel! trustee, school 

governor and on the BBC 

Charity Advisory Committee

I’ve been accused of being too accessible. When I 
was at the British Red Cross my old boss told me 
there were some days I had to be serious.” 

Invaluable role-modelling
Role-modelling accessible leadership from the 
beginning would prove invaluable. Within weeks of 
her arrival, Lee faced decisions that even a chief 
executive who had been in post for years at an 

organisation would be challenged by. The 
coronavirus pandemic was accelerating in parallel 
with her transition into the role. At the end of her 
first week in post, discussions were beginning about 
working from home, with people who didn’t need to 
travel staying away from the office. By the Tuesday 
of her second week, Lee was sharing the office with 
less than a handful of people: “I was looking around 
this huge empty space, still not even knowing where 
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the toilets were, and thinking ‘what on earth have I 
got into’. Within a fortnight the country was in 
lockdown because of the pandemic.” 

Lee continued to work across her role at Clic 
Sargent for two weeks while it waited for the 
appointment of a transitional chief executive, 
simultaneously restructuring the Alzheimer’s 
Society’s senior management team, trying to get to 
know her new directors and juggling the financial 
futures of both charities. 

“I can only describe it as trying to do the job 
underwater,” she says. “It was like drowning, with a 
load of people yelling at you. I was getting the 
relevance of every third word anyone said to me.” 

She is emphatic in her praise of the Alzheimer’s 
Society’s board, directors and senior management 
team during this period. “They went from ‘Guardian 
complaint’ to ‘new chief executive’ to ‘coronavirus’ 
and now to new strategic directions in the space of 
about a month. You couldn’t have planned a 
bumpier road if you’d tried.” 

Evolve and innovate
Like so many other charities, the pandemic has 
forced the Alzheimer’s Society to evolve and 
innovate rapidly in order to keep functioning. As 
well as research and helpline activities, the charity 
runs national services ranging from its popular 
“Singing for the Brain” gatherings to home-care 
services and peer support. Many have been upended 
or suspended at a time when demand has gone 
through the roof. “We placed 60,000 outbound 
calls to people with dementia and their families to 
see what they needed and logged more than 8,000 
inbound calls in March alone,” Lee says. 

The difficulties that arise when you combine a 
degenerative neurological condition with a highly 
infectious virus are myriad. “How do we help 
people with dementia to remember to wash their 
hands regularly? Any ideas?” Lee tweeted on 9 
March. The need for continuity and structure is 
critical, she argues. 

“Routine is so tightly linked to what you 
remember,” she says. “If you get the bus every day 
you’ll remember that process of getting the bus: 
where the stop is, how much you have to pay, when 
to get off. There’s a severe risk that by the end of 
this period there will be a huge number of people 
who totally lose their independence as a result of 
that loss of routine.” 

Her knowledge of the subject was personal long 
before it was professional. Lee’s mother has lived 

In the last month 
people have become 

massively innovative, 
dropped their silos, 
started taking risks. It’s 
so strange that we’ve 
been banging on about 
experimentation and 
failure for ages and not 
been able to crack it” 

with dementia for 16 years and, with the disease 
now in its final stages, is living in a nursing home. 
April marked her parents’ 59th wedding anniversary, 
the first they had spent apart since the day they 
were married. 

“My dad is really struggling,” she says. “With the 
risk of the virus spreading around nursing homes, 
mum is probably being sedated at night to stop her 
wandering, but that means she’s tired during the 
day, and that makes it difficult for my dad to even 
speak to her face-to-face over Skype. It’s just,” she 
pauses, “so awful.” She is hanging on to the hope 
that they will be able to celebrate their 60th 
(diamond) wedding anniversary next spring. 

The knowledge of what is at stake for its service 
users is a constant driver for the charity to keep 
going, she says. Some front-line services cannot be 
carried out under social distancing rules, but others 
have made the shift online. 

A team of volunteers is spearheading “keep in 
touch” companion calls to check in with dementia 
sufferers, recall routines and talk through what 
they’re struggling with. Singing for the Brain 
gatherings have moved to Zoom, with a Big Sing 
broadcast hosted by the actress Vicky McClure at 
the end of April, and the charity has been at the 
forefront of a campaign to ensure social care is 
supported through the pandemic. 

“The culture of the Alzheimer’s Society is now 
shifting almost daily,” Lee reflects. “In the last month 
people have become massively innovative, dropped 
their silos, started taking risks. It’s so strange that 
we’ve been banging on about experimentation and 
failure for ages and not been able to crack it, but the 
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last month has seen more evolution than in the 
entire time I’ve been in the sector.” 

And how has this manifested at the top of the 
organisation? Clear delegation has been 
instrumental: director of operations Helen Foster is 
reshaping the organisation’s model of working, 
chief financial officer Robert Butler is overseeing 
the charity’s emergency appeal and HR director 
Corrine Mills is making the difficult internal 
decisions about employees (the charity has 
furloughed almost a third of its staff over the course 
of the pandemic). As for Lee, she is focused on two 
core areas: morale and “the future”. She says: “My 
head needs to be six months ahead of everyone else. 
Almost daily I’m now looking at what shape we will 
be in come Christmas.” 

Record income
There is a lot of extrapolation involved in the 
second point. The charity posted a record income 
of almost £112m in its 2019 accounts, after an 
increase in its fundraising and trading income every 
year for five years, and although the organisation 
had been hoping for a double-digit rise in the year 
ending March 2020, Lee says, its situation had been 
a positive one. But as with so many charities, the 
pandemic is likely to have a significant impact on its 
finances in the coming months. 

“We stand to lose at least £7m,” Lee says. “If we 
wind up in a scenario where we are dealing with 
three more months of highly restricted movement, 
that will rise to about £26m or £27m. If restrictions 
continue for a full year, and certainly if events don’t 
restart for a full year, the impact could be as much 
as £50m, which is half our income.” She has taken a 

voluntary pay cut, along with other members of the 
senior management team – “there’s no way I would 
ask staff to do something I wasn’t prepared to do 
myself” – and is preparing herself for tougher 
decisions “about redundancy and other options”. 

Talking about income is incredibly difficult at this 
time, she says. Honesty is crucial, but so is 
recognising the work of the fundraisers who have 
been working flat out to bring in funds during an 
impossible time: the charity’s emergency appeal has 
raised more than £1m, “which is incredible”. 

Now Lee is asking herself what the society will 
look like if it takes five years to rebuild that lost 
£50m – what services might have to be cut, and in 
what order – as well as the agile innovations to 
come out of the pandemic they should keep. What 
had she planned for the organisation, setting the 
disruption of the pandemic aside?

“I want to really hone down who we are here for 
and what difference we are trying to make for that 
group,” she says, pointing out that people who are 
affected by dementia make up a huge demographic, 
with the society trying to cover everything from 
finding a cure to end-of-life care for all 850,000 
people in the UK registered with dementia. 

“How can you honestly promise to be there for 
everyone when you are delivering a portfolio of only 
60 to 80 services?” asks Lee. “Bringing focus and 
clarity back to where we could make the biggest 
difference is important.” 

She is also interested in the role of the group as a 
partnership organisation: “I don’t like duplication 
between charities. It’s a waste. We should never be 
asking the people we serve to make a decision about 
which charity they use just because we do the same 
thing.” She believes one positive aspect to emerge 
in the years pre-pandemic, and acutely throughout 
the crisis, is a growing desire to work together.

“If people need to expand and there is no money, 
where are we going to find capacity and resources?” 
she asks. “It’s in other organisations, partnerships 
and saying ‘let’s not just do this ourselves’.”

But she adds that although it’s important to think 
about the future, and the role of a chief executive 
does mean considering every possible scenario, 
maintaining resilience often means you have to be 
able to switch off and “focus on getting through 
today”. “People are – rightly – inwardly focused on 
helping their charities survive right now,” she says. 
“But there has been so much innovation and people 
leaving their egos at the door, and I think there will 
be more of that to come.”

It’s not complete luck 
that the board has 

ended up choosing a 
chief executive who has 
never been accused of 
being out of touch.If 
anything, I’ve been 
accused of being  
too accessible”

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Humanity

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust
P

h
ot

og
ra

p
h

s:
 G

or
d

on
 R

ai
n

sf
or

d
 A

rc
h

iv
e,

 B
is

h
op

sg
at

e 
In

st
it

u
te



thirdsector.co.uk

community

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust
P

h
ot

og
ra

p
h

s:
 G

or
d

on
 R

ai
n

sf
or

d
 A

rc
h

iv
e,

 B
is

h
op

sg
at

e 
In

st
it

u
te



thirdsector.co.ukCase study: Terrence Higgins Trust

and condoms
                          for

prisoners
What the early HIV epidemic 

can teach charities  
about formulating a  
human-rights based  

response to Covid-19
Emily Burt reports 
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                     upert Whitaker can still remember the 
very first time he saw his former partner, Terry, 
dancing, a recollection that leaves him unable to 
contain his laughter nearly four decades later. 

“It was a very strange mix between a Slinky [the 
popular helical spring toy] and a belly dancer,” he 
says. “I wasn’t judgemental at the time, but even I 
thought ‘what the hell is going on’.” 

Terry was a rare person, he says. Welsh, with a 
broad sense of humour tempered by a pronounced 
cynical streak, he worked as a Commons reporter 
for Hansard and moonlighted as a nightclub DJ after 
dark. He was kind and he loved to cook. He was also 
one of the first people in the UK to die from an 
Aids-related illness, aged just 37, on 4 July 1982. 

Amid the fear and stigma that swirled around 
what was then known as “Gay-Related Immune 
Deficiency”, or Grid, Whitaker and a group of 
Terry’s friends founded an organisation in his name 
in an effort to humanise attitudes towards the virus. 
The Terrence Higgins Trust would become Europe’s 
first HIV/Aids support charity, providing grass-roots 
community support and education to the hardest-
hit communities and lobbying an unsympathetic 
government to raise awareness of the health crisis. 

Today, Whitaker is a patron of the trust, a 
respected British psychiatrist and immunologist, 
founder of the Tuke Institute and one of Europe’s 
longest-surviving people living with HIV. In 
conversation with Third Sector, he reflects on his 
memories of the charity’s first years on the London 

R

The first 
thing we 

knew was that 
we needed to  
do something 
because of the impact 
HIV was going to have on 
the community”
Rupert Whitaker, co-founder, Terrence Higgins Trust

Terrence Higgins was one of  
the first people to die from an  
Aids-related illness, in 1982 

The trust was founded at first to 
limit the impact of the disease

As with Aids, reactions to Covid-19 
might require shaming some  
people, says Rupert Whitaker, one 
of the founders of the THT

In responding to Covid-19, he says, 
use your allies well
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front line of the early HIV epidemic and the lessons 
they might contain for charities responding to 
Covid-19 today. 

“Act according to 
the greatest need” 
Fear of the profound consequences that HIV would 
have for the gay community was the key driver for 
setting up the Terry Higgins Trust [renamed the 
Terrence Higgins Trust upon gaining charitable 
status in 1984], Whitaker says. 

Just a year before Terry’s death, the first cases had 
been reported in the US, when the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention identified an 
unusual strain of pneumonia in a group of five gay 
men based in Los Angeles. By 1983, the US had 
experienced at least 1,000 fatalities and 3,000 
reported cases of the virus. 

“The first thing we knew was that we needed to 
do something because of the impact HIV was going 
to have on the community,” he says. 

“It was Martyn [Butler, a friend of Terry’s and a 
co-founder of the trust] who suggested an 
organisation to try to limit its impact, because it was 
starting to spread and none of us had any idea why.” 

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust
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There was still minimal understanding of the virus 
in the early 1980s and little support from the 
medical sector, according to Whitaker. “At the time 
[of Terry’s death] I suggested to his consultant, who 
was a nasty piece of work, that it might have been 
this American disease,” he says. “I was quickly 
dismissed and ignored.” 

When he later wrote to the consultant seeking a 
diagnosis, his enquiries were rebuffed a second 
time: “He said I wasn’t family, even though I was 
the person who had to clean his body and pay for 
his funeral.” 

Supporting the needs of the gay community in the 
absence of adequate government support and 
medical care profoundly influenced the trust’s 
direction and mission from the beginning, he 
explains. The founders had initially agreed to focus 
on research and awareness as their core aims, but as 
the virus spread among members of the gay 
community the demand for direct services and 
education very quickly overtook it. 

“One of the most interesting parallels between 
then and now was the organising and 
empowerment of groups of volunteers to help take 
care of each other,” Whitaker says. Among the first 
services launched by the charity was a buddying  
and home-help system for people who had 
contracted HIV.

“We organised everything, from helping people to 
get food when they could not get it themselves and 
cleaning their flats because they could not clean for 
themselves, to protecting them from infections. We 
trained volunteers to clean a vulnerable person’s 
flat properly and how to use 10 per cent bleach 
solution judiciously.” 

As the epidemic advanced, there were a number of 
even more complex needs that volunteers would 
step up to fulfil. “How to do basic end-of-life care 
and even advanced nursing, especially in America,” 
Whitaker says (he lived in the US for several years 
in the 1980s). 

“You would end up wiping the bums of guys who 
could not even go to the loo themselves any more. 
Changing nappies or diapers, administering 
medication, if the nurse could not get there, 
through lines that went straight into the chest.” 

 The incredible kindness of volunteers and 
mutual-aid groups that have organised across the 
UK to help the most vulnerable in their 
communities over the lockdown weeks has been 
very reminiscent of that time, Whitaker says. It 
could also be an opportunity for charities to 

support and facilitate the energy of galvanised 
people to its fullest capacity and engage them in 
their cause areas in the process.

“It helps to raise your charitable profile and get 
people engaged with your work if you have the 
means to say ‘you want to know how to do this? We 
can help you do it the most efficient way’,” he says. 
“Of course, that’s assuming they have any funding 
left now.”

“Fight discrimination 
at every turn”
Besides the health crisis triggered by the spreading 
epidemic, the first 10 years of HIV and Aids would 
provoke an international panic, amplified by politics 
and the media, that led to the widespread suspicion 
and shunning of those who belonged to high-risk 
groups, including gay people. 

Aids was formally referred to as “Gay-Related 
Immune Deficiency”, or Grid, until 1982, when the 
same immune deficiency syndrome was found in 
Haitian communities and heterosexual women, and 
colloquially described as everything from 
“homosexual cancer” to “the gay plague”. 

“There was a lot of argument about whether HIV 
was down to lifestyle factors,” Whitaker says.  

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust

New York City protesters against gay rights hold newspaper-
like leaflets that say Aids is a plague from God
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“It was rife with homophobia. When I lecture 
students today, I ask them to try to picture 
ascribing genetic diseases to particular minority 
groups. Most believe you’d never get away with it.” 

And yet, Covid-19 has evoked a rash of 
discriminatory behaviours and attitudes towards 
east Asian communities around the world. US 
President Donald Trump repeatedly referred to 
Covid-19 as “the Chinese virus” during press 
briefings in March this year (while denying it 
promoted xenophobic views) and has speculated 
that the virus was created in a Chinese laboratory. 
National media outlets have reported incidents of 

harassment and assault against Asian students 
living in the UK. The charity Stop Hate UK has 
reported a sharp spike in the number of helpline 
calls from people experiencing racism, 
discrimination and verbal abuse, arising from 
perceptions that they are members of the Chinese 
community and therefore likely to be carriers of  
the coronavirus.

Taking a human-rights based approach to any 
major health crisis, Whitaker says, demands that 
charities be aware of any actions on their part that 
might fuel the stigmatisation of, or discrimination 
against, specific groups or communities, and clearly 

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust

In the first weeks of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the government 

erroneously sent a text to thousands of 
people living with HIV, informing them 
that they were in a high-risk group and 
needed to shield and completely self-
isolate for three months, despite no 
evidence or guidance that the measure 
was necessary. The mistake is a classic 
example of the lack of understanding 
that persists around HIV, says the 
executive director of digital and 
communications at the Terrence Higgins 
Trust, Dominic Edwardes. 

“A lot of people called our helpline,” he 
says. “Obviously it’s an alarming text to 
receive, but if you are living with HIV and 
your immune system is not compromised 
you don’t need to shelter.” 

The charity has seen an increased 
number of calls to its support helpline, 
and requests for its counselling service, 
which has been moved online in response 
to social-distancing measures, have 
almost doubled since early March. The 
organisation is also considering a 
reinvention of its original buddying 

The Terrence Higgins 
Trust and Covid-19

service to support vulnerable members of 
the HIV-positive community who are 
having to shelter or require extra support.

 “We’re in discussions with our service 
users about whether they want that,” 
Edwardes says. “If the demand is there it 
will throw a line right back to the 
beginning of the charity.” 

Today the organisation is the largest 
voluntary sector provider of HIV and 
sexual health services in the country, 
continuing its work supporting the 
estimated 103,800 people living with HIV 
in the UK. The trust still has strong 
connections with HIV-positive people 
who were diagnosed in the 1980s and 
1990s, as well as those who have been 
more recently diagnosed. “They are a 
key constituent,” Edwardes says. “We 
have an online group of people called 
Before ’96 [the year combination anti-
retroviral therapies became widely 
available], whose lives were significantly 
affected by HIV.” Many suffered ill-health 
and financial hardship, and many were 
told they would die, he says: “Some 
people now refer to themselves as 
‘long-term survivors’.” 

And peer-to-peer and community 
support remain bedrocks for the charity. 
“As soon as you hear the word ‘HIV’, a lot 
of the time you stop listening to your 
consultant,” Edwardes says. “You want to 
speak to someone else with HIV who can 
listen to your story.”



thirdsector.co.uk

challenge it whenever it is seen from others. “Even 
if this is not affecting your communities directly, 
you should always call out discriminatory 
behaviours,” he says. “I would hope that, given the 
history of HIV and stigmatisation, any individual or 
organisation with a history in that cause area would 
speak up to say ‘it’s totally unacceptable to use 
phrases like “Chinese virus”’. But really, anyone in 
the sector who has experienced discrimination and 
those who have not, need to unify and hit back.” 

“Seize attention”
Alongside galvanising their local communities to 
assist people affected by HIV, the trust worked 
closely with both local newspapers and the  
LGBT media to distribute relevant and factual 
information about the virus and fight the spread of 
misinformation and what we’d now call “fake news”. 

At the same time, a growing movement of 
activists was harnessing dramatic techniques to 
hold governments, mainstream media and other key 
players to account for their lack of compassion and 
inhumanity in responding to the epidemic. 

“In America, people would take the bodies of their 
deceased partners, place them in coffins outside the 
White House and say ‘this is due to government 
neglect’,” Whitaker says. 

Known as “political funerals”, these were one tactic 
of the Aids Coalition to Unleash Power (Act Up), an 
international grass-roots political group working to 
end the epidemic, which played a prominent role in 
activism through the 1980s and the 1990s. 

The group’s London branch, Whitaker says, was 
responsible for some equally “idiosyncratic and 
memorable street protests”. When prisons became a 
major point of concern in 1989, because unprotected 
sex was rife and inmates were not allowed access to 
contraceptives, activists gathered outside Pentonville 
prison and catapulted condoms over the walls. In the 
same year activists hosted a mass “die-in” outside 
the offices of The Sunday Telegraph to protest 
homophobic reporting and misrepresentation of the 
HIV/Aids crisis.

“Shaming, unfortunately, is sometimes necessary,” 
Whitaker says. “Just remember that it’s a shaming 
of inhumanity and neglect.” He pauses. “There are 
actors within the Covid-19 pandemic who need to 
be shamed.” 

 What are the best ways for the sector to inflict 
pressure on those with the power to change it? 

Shaming, 
unfortunately, is 

sometimes necessary. 
Just remember that it’s 
a shaming of inhumanity 
and neglect. There are 
actors within the 
Covid-19 pandemic who 
need to be shamed”

Whitaker says it helps to be “creative and targeted 
in the approach taken”. Combining analysis and 
policy with visible action is one of the best ways to 
create a “pincer movement”, he adds. 

“If, for example, you were a charity supporting 
care workers in nursing homes who can’t get 
personal protective equipment and are then 
contracting Covid-19 and transmitting it to the 
inhabitants of the care homes, there could be some 
very impactful ways of making that crisis seen, 
visible and not easily forgettable,” he says.

Thirty-five years after the trust was founded, 
effective drug treatments enable most people with 
HIV to enjoy long and healthy lives, and few people 
in the UK now develop serious HIV-related 
illnesses. The longer-term health and societal 
consequences of Covid-19 are far less clear. 

But for charities looking to spearhead human 
rights-led responses to any health crises, whether 
acute or evolving, Whitaker stresses that actions 
must be rooted in understanding people’s 
behaviour. Despite HIV and Covid-19 being 
fundamentally different epidemics, the social 
drivers that influence how people react to them are 
the same. “You have to factor in identity, fear and a 
loss of self-determination,” he says. 

And the best way to solidify a human-led 
response? Bring the people you are supporting 
along from the beginning. “Fold in your volunteers 
and service users, and make them feel a part of that 
process,” Whitaker advises. “Be collaborative and 
intersectional in realising solutions. Use your allies 
well, look for commonalities in your causes and 
push together to create the greatest possible effect.” 

Case study: Terrence Higgins Trust BACK TO CONTENTS
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 In just a few short months the impact of the 
coronavirus on charity fundraising has been 

catastrophic. Shops closed, events cancelled, face-to-
face fundraising rendered impossible by restrictions 
to combat the pandemic and donors wavering as they 
consider their own financial futures. There are no 
easy fixes for this, no hitherto undiscovered income 
stream to replace the billions likely to be lost.

But when engaged in a fight for survival, as many 
charities are, every little helps. With that in mind, 
here are six ways charities can help to boost their 
fundraising during the coronavirus crisis. 

Be prepared to adapt
The Second World War veteran Captain Tom Moore 
hit the headlines last month when he raised more 
than £20m for NHS Charities Together by complet-
ing 100 laps of his garden in the weeks leading up to 
his 100th birthday. And he’s not alone.

Jo Barnett, executive director of the online 
donation platform Virgin Money Giving, says many 
people have found ways to fundraise from home, 
and she’s been amazed by their creativity. 

Now that the London Marathon, one of the 
biggest fundraising events of the year, has been 
postponed, a number of people have resolved to run 
laps around their gardens or row the equivalent of 
crossing the English Channel on rowing machines.

Some have been offering live yoga classes in 
return for donations, some have organised online 
pub quizzes and others have taken part in “donate 
and nominate” events, such as running 5k or 
shaving their heads, making donations, then 
nominating friends on social media to do the same.

“As people have got used to being at home, there’s 
some real momentum behind it and we’re having 
some really strong fundraising days,” says Barnett. 

Fundraising 
in a crisis 

Six ways to 
boost your 

income 
during 

lockdown
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As coronavirus threatens to cost 
the sector billions in lost income, 

Rebecca Cooney finds out how 
charities can bring money in 

despite the pandemic restrictions
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“Not as strong as we’d normally expect in the 
run-up to the London Marathon, but really good 
even so.”

The effort has largely been led by the public while 
charities were still busy dealing with the fallout of 
the crisis, but organisations are beginning to catch 
up. And although charities might be hesitant to ask 
for money from people who are worried about their 
own incomes, Barnett says, members of the public 
will find it easier to ask friends and family on the 
charity’s behalf.

She urges charities to share and amplify the 
creative fundraising campaigns people are running 
in the hope of inspiring other supporters.

St Clare Hospice in Essex is one charity that has 
been trying to harness the power of virtual events, 
including individual 5k runs and online business 
networking events, after it became clear the 
lockdown would leave the charity £190,000 out of 
pocket because of reduced fundraising capacity and 
the cost of additional equipment.

Rosie Knowles, director of income generation at 
the charity, says her main advice for virtual 
fundraising is to play to your strengths. This is 
inspired, she says, by Sweet Farm, a US animal 
sanctuary, which allows companies to include a llama 
in their Zoom meetings in return for donations.

“It’s difficult because charities are all so different, 
so think about the unique asset that makes people 
want to connect to you,” she says.

For the hospice, which is used to dealing with 
bereavement, one asset was its understanding of 
the importance of mental wellbeing, so the charity 
has created a series of print-out activities for 
supporters, aimed at promoting mindfulness.

Get social
“Charities need to be watching what’s going on 
social media because there will be people doing 
funky stuff already and then tagging them,” Barnett 
says. “If people are talking about you online, you 
want to be a part of that conversation.

“Even if you don’t have people who are brilliant at 
social media or where it’s part of their job, it’s 
worth spending some time getting to grips with it. 
If you’ve got staff working from home with 
teenagers, appeal to them for help.”

As well as using social media to promote your 
cause, find out who your cause is attracting and 
what people are already doing to support your 
charity, Barnett says. It can be a great way to thank 
people and have meaningful contact with donors.

Get talking
With everyone stuck at home and unable to 
socialise, it’s perhaps not surprising that people are 
more willing to have a chat.

Purity, a telephone fundraising agency, has seen a 
definite uptick in the response to telephone 
fundraising since the pandemic restrictions came 
into force in March.

Helen Mackenzie, the company’s chief executive, 
says the contact rate – the number of people who 
have a meaningful conversation with fundraisers 
– has risen by about 13 per cent, from 5.5 
conversations an hour to slightly more than six. 

And not only are people picking up the phone 
more frequently and chatting, but now that 
everyone is at home they’re also very positive about 
fundraisers’ efforts. 

Mackenzie reports a marked increase in the 
number of people wanting to give. Crucially, this  
is not just to coronavirus or care-related causes,  
she says.

“People who are isolated at home feel a little bit 
powerless, and this seems to be giving people an 
outlet where they feel they can be doing something 
about the issues they care about,” Mackenzie says.

People who are isolated 
at home feel a little bit 

powerless, and this seems 
to be giving people an outlet 
where they feel they can be 
doing something about the 
issues they care about”
Helen Mackenzie, chief executive, Purity
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And it’s not all about the ask, she says: having a chat 
with supporters to give them a positive experience 
when they’re feeling isolated can lead to greater  
support in the future.

Be honest with your  
supporters
St Clare’s Hospice debated whether to launch an 
emergency campaign.

“As a hospice, we don’t usually have emergency 
situations,” says Rosie Knowles. “But this is a once-
in-a-lifetime situation and the whole world is going 
through this shared experience. We realised we had 
to be open and talk about that.”

Knowles says she’s been moved to tears by 
supporters’ responses, with financial and in-kind 
donations generating almost £100,000 in the first 
few weeks.

“We’ve been engaging with our supporters 
themselves, creating dialogues with them online or 
phoning them up,” she says. “But the main thing for 
me has just been listening to them.

“Everyone feels out of control at the moment 
because we’ve all had our lives massively changed. 
Being able to empower our supporters to do 
something really tangible has been incredible.”

As one supporter, who unexpectedly offered a 
five-figure donation, told Knowles, “this is the rainy 
day”. So, says Knowles, you should be open about 
how difficult the current situation is for everyone, 
including charities.

Don’t forget the visuals
Launching a new direct-response TV campaign might 
not be the first thought for many charities right now. 
But John Eversley, managing director of the consultan-
cy WNPC, says this might be exactly the right time.

People confined to their homes are watching more 
TV than they normally would. But at the same 
time struggling businesses are pulling their adverts, 
causing prices to drop, which means, Eversley says, it 
might be possible to secure advertising slots for more 
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competitive rates and be more impactful than usual. 
And although filming new footage might be impos-
sible under lockdown, Eversley says, older content 
can easily be repurposed and voiceovers added to 
create an up-to-date advert.

Even if DRTV is still out of your reach, the same 
principle applies to videos shared on social media, 
with people spending more time online than usual.

“The right video can positively use the goodwill 
that’s out there at the moment,” Eversley says.

Prepare for the future
Over the course of a few weeks, the pandemic has 
changed almost every aspect of life. But don’t forget 
to plan for fundraising post-lockdown, says Barnett, 
particularly the demands on fundraisers’ time.

“Come summer, charities will have to get ready for 
autumn because so many events have been pushed 
back until then,” she warns. “Their fundraising and 
events teams are going to be run ragged.”

St Clare’s Hospice has also kept one eye on the 
future in its appeals to local businesses, which 
might be struggling right now, but could be in a 
better position to help in the future. The charity has 
introduced a “business pledge”, with companies 
promising a gift or a meeting or some other form of 
support in three to six months’ time.

“I think people really value talking about 
something they can look forward to,” Knowles says.

Ultimately, she says, fundraisers must ensure 
they’re ready to move from an urgent ask to one 
that emphasises supporting the charity in the long 
term. After all, things won’t be this way forever.

Come the summer, 
charities will have to 

get ready for the autumn 
because so many events have 
been pushed back. Their 
fundraising and events teams 
are going to be run ragged”
Jo Barnett, executive director, Virgin Money Giving
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Coronavirus has forced many charities to adapt 
rapidly to a “new normal”. Face-to-face services 

are no longer possible and income is at huge risk as 
fundraising events have been cancelled or pivoted  
to online. 

Priorities are ever-changing as organisations wait  
to hear the latest government guidance and how it 
will affect the people they support. For staff, this  
has been coupled with an adjustment to working 
from home while juggling families, home schooling 
and more.

Health charities in particular have faced huge 
spikes in calls to helplines, enquiries by social media 
and traffic to their websites as people try to navigate 
what the virus means for their conditions. 

“The first thing we were struck by was the 
unprecedented rise in the number of calls to our 
helpline and a surge in online activity across our social 
channels and forum,” says Polly Cook, digital service 
transformation lead at Parkinson’s UK. “People were 
desperate to know how coronavirus would affect them 
and confused by the government’s advice on self-
isolation and social distancing.” 

The charity estimates that the number of people 
diagnosed with Parkinson’s will increase by 20 per cent 

How rapid digital 
upscaling is enabling 
health charities to meet 
Covid-19 challenges
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In the face of spiralling demand, Kirsty Marrins 
reports on a sector that has taken the leap online  
to communicate across a pandemic

The first thing we noticed 
was an unprecedented 

rise in the number of calls 
to our helpline and a surge in 
online activity. People were 
desperate to know how the 
virus would affect them”
Polly Cook, digital service transformation lead, Parkinson’s UK
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by 2030. A year ago it set out to scale up its 
information and support services in response, 
through an ambitious service transformation 
programme called Parkinson’s Connect. When the 
coronavirus hit, pivoting from its carefully planned 
roadmap was essential if it was going to offer 
immediate support. 

“The first thing we needed to do was understand 
how things had changed and what the most 
important issues were for us to focus on straight 
away,” says Cook. 

“We undertook a week of user research and used a 
load of data from interviews, our case management 
system and a range of other sources to better 
understand what the most pressing priorities were.”

Establishing clear priorities helped the charity 
identify which areas of Parkinson’s Connect to bring 
forward and develop, and it is currently prototyping 
ideas that will go on to be tested with people who 
have Parkinson’s and their families. 

Cook is keen to stress that there will be challenges. 
“We’re doing this far quicker than we had intended 
and having to adapt to new ways of working,” she 
says. “But we’re determined to get these services live 
quickly in order to help support the 145,000 people 
currently living with Parkinson’s in the UK.”

Fellow health charity Versus Arthritis experienced 
a 71 per cent increase in the number of calls to its 
helpline from February to March, and its existing 
virtual assistant, AVA, saw a 230 per cent increase in 
the number of enquiries. 

In response, it decided to develop a Covid-19-
specific virtual assistant to support the 1.5 million 
people in the UK with arthritis and musculoskeletal 
conditions who have to isolate for 12 weeks or who 
think they are at risk. 

In just two weeks, with support from Filament.ai, 
the artificial intelligence specialist company, it 
created Cova, a Coronavirus chatbot, to help answer 
the most pressing questions for people with arthritis 
and musculoskeletal conditions covering medical 
advice (in particular, medication), self isolation, 
maintaining mental and physical health and 
managing work and finances. 

Cova was launched just before the Easter Bank 
Holiday weekend – a crucial time because the 
helpline would not be open – and it was accessed by 
500 people that weekend alone and 1,800 times from 
launch to the end of April. 

“We’ve been able to develop Cova so quickly 
because we’ve invested in the infrastructure, and 

upskilled the team to be agile,” says Amanda Neylon, 
director of insight, data and technology. 

“At the moment Cova is a minimum viable product, 
but it’s learning every day from AVA, which has been 
around for four years. 

“It’s important that health charities have an agile 
approach to digital service delivery, and the 
coronavirus has proved how crucial it is to be able to 
quickly adapt.”

For people with cancer, this is a particularly 
worrying time. Macmillan Cancer Support reported 
that calls to its support line specifically about 
Covid-19 soared by 1,600 per cent during March. 

In response, the charity created a “coronavirus hub” 
on its website, full of the latest information and 
guidance for people affected by cancer and healthcare 
professionals. The page has had more than 160,000 
views since the beginning of March. 

Chief executive Lynda Thomas says the charity has 
been doing “everything it can” to support service 
users through the pandemic. 

“250 Macmillan Support Line staff moved to 
remote working in a matter of days and we’re 
developing plans for how Macmillan’s brilliant 
volunteers can continue to be there for people 
through a telephone buddying service,” she says.

“We’ve also moved additional staff across to our 
email and webchat teams, because we’ve seen a rise in 
the use of those digital services in the last few weeks.”

If the coronavirus has taught us anything, it’s that 
it’s crucial to invest in the infrastructure and digital 
skills and capabilities of your staff. Those who have 
put the work in have been able to rapidly adjust their 
communications and meet the urgent needs of their 
service users at a time when their services are  
needed most.

250 Macmillan Support 
Line staff moved to remote 

working in days, and 
we’re developing plans for a 
telephone buddying service so 
our volunteers can continue 
to be there for people”
Lynda Thomas, chief executive, Macmillan Cancer Support

BACK TO CONTENTS



thirdsector.co.uk

There has not been as dramatic an economic 
shock in our lifetimes as the one that Covid-19 is 

likely to cause. Most sectors will be hit, and hit hard, 
and charities will be no exception.

The Office for National Statistics suggests the 
pandemic could see Gross Domestic Product reduce 
by 35 per cent, and even factoring in the expected 
rapid recovery this year will probably still see the 
economy contract by 13 per cent. 

In these rainiest of rainy days, reserves are crucial. 
With a lockdown in place, no definitive end date in 
sight and the possibility of further outbreaks until a 
vaccine is in place, it is likely that charities’ reserves 
will emerge significantly depleted on the other side. 
However, the time will come to begin returning 
reserves back to the levels they were pre-pandemic or 
to build a significant cushion for any future crises. 
And although firefighting is an urgent priority, 
organisations must also look to the future. 

Nick Sladden, head of charities at the accountancy 
firm RSM, says charities should evaluate their 
policies, strategy, income, expenditure and cash flow 
when looking to rebuild in a post-coronavirus world.

This will mean fully considering all options and 
assets, including more extreme solutions such as 
mergers. Restricted funds should be examined,  
with the possibility of unlocking restrictions, if 
legally possible, to boost free reserves. Charities 
could also add assets that perhaps are not already on 
the balance sheet, which can help to build reserves 
on paper.

Once the day-to-day crisis passes it will also be 
necessary to carry out a full review of reserves 
policies, Slatten adds, including what new policies 
and targets will be required based on how any 
contingency funds were actually used.

“What was once a future target and an aspirational 
point in terms of their financial reserves might no 
longer be appropriate,” he says.

Help for Heroes is one charity that has traditionally 
held substantial reserves, but now faces dipping into 
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them because of Covid-19. The charity’s last 
accounts, for the year to 30 September 2019, show 
that it had an income of £26.9m, but spent £32.5m in 
2019, leaving an overall deficit of £5.1m once gains 
on investments were factored in. The charity has free 
reserves of £12.1m and further restricted funds to 
help it through difficult times.

Beth Miles, marketing director at Help for Heroes, 
says the charity is expecting a significant downturn 
in income as a result of the pandemic and will need 
to review its three-year business plan as a result. But 
she says that the charity has a robust reserves policy.

“We know how we can use and spend those 
reserves, and we can make conscious choices to dip 
into reserves to continue to deliver services, even 
when our fundraising isn’t matching up,” Miles says. 
“We have thought about how long that is feasible for, 
and what we need to do to make sure our fundraising 
increases so that we don’t need to dip into our 
reserves over the long term.” 

It goes without saying that not all charities have the 
luxury of relying on significant reserves. In those 
circumstances the furlough system, whereby the 
government pays 80 per cent of an employee’s wages 
during the current lockdown up to a maximum of 
£2,500 a month, could be the best way to try to 
mothball the organisation and protect reserves as 
much as possible until income returns. 

At Help for Heroes, the decision to furlough 40  
per cent of staff meant that reserves could be 
earmarked for keeping services running during a 
period of high demand.

“It would be quite easy to spend reserves because 
you have them, and you could put it into the general 
running of the charity,” Miles says. “However, we 
think that our reserves are there to deliver our 
services most effectively, and we will consider what 
opportunities there are to protect those reserves in 
the short term.”

The current financial landscape is undeniably a 
bleak one, with charity sector consultant Leesa 
Harwood warning that income for many charities 
will have been significantly hit by the loss of face-to-
face fundraising. Survival will mean evaluating which 
income streams are more resilient than others: those 
that will pick up as soon as social distancing 
restrictions end, those that will take more time and 
those that might actually prosper in a pandemic. 

This might mean a temporary focus on some forms 
of fundraising, such as digital methods, but Harwood 
warns that charities should not completely forget 

about longer-term income, such as legacies, which 
might be hit in the next year but will be resilient in 
the years ahead. 

Charities should also evaluate whether certain 
“zombie projects” could be ended to help ease the 
financial strain on each organisation and allow the 
finances to pick up quickly after the pandemic ends. 

“That will be really hard, but you risk throwing 
good money after bad,” Harwood says. “There is a 
danger you will continue to try resuscitating income 
streams that are fundamentally not viable and failing. 
This is about not investing money into income 
streams that will never give you what you want back.” 

It’s also important that charities modernise and 
accept that they live in a “digital ecosystem”, 
Harwood says, rather than trying to replicate current 
ways of working through digital channels. 

“Necessity is the mother of invention,” she says.  
“I think that although this is a very challenging 
period, out of this will come some of the greatest 
innovation we have seen for some time from the 
sector. Everything we do has to translate well into a 
digital ecosystem, not just get pushed through a 
digital channel.”

However charities evolve in the future, the current 
crisis has underlined the need for strong reserves in 
case of emergency. “Let this be an end to those 
newspapers, politicians and individuals who say that 
charities should have minimum reserves and should 
not sit on more than three or four months of them,” 
Harwood says. 

“That kind of unhelpful comment has meant many 
charities have driven down their reserves and are 
now in dire straits.” 

Necessity is the mother of 
invention. I think this is a 

challenging period, but  
that out of it will come some 
of the greatest innovation we 
have seen for some time from 
the sector ”
Leesa Harwood, charity sector consultant
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Working life for millions of people changed 
when the coronavirus lockdown first hit, 

leading to a huge rise in the number of employees 
working from home. This has included thousands of 
charity workers, many of whom will be working 
remotely for extended periods for the first time. 

For managers, the remote situation creates 
additional challenges in terms of supporting people 
who are no longer sitting at nearby desks or in the 
room next door. How can bosses make sure they are 
getting the best out of their staff when they are 
unable to see what they are up to? And, practically 
speaking, what sort of approaches are best to take?

Why remote 
management 
requires 
flexible, 
trusting 
leadership

management

Supporting team members through 
the challenges of the coronavirus 
outbreak demands an empathetic 
approach from the top.  
Andy Ricketts reports

Flexibility 
Bronwen Edwards, executive office 

manager at the Directory of Social 
Change, manages the training and publishing 
charity’s human resources function. She says 
it is important for managers to recognise 
that the current working climate is not 
business as usual but “business in a crisis”, 
meaning that working patterns will change. 

To maintain a sense of community, the DSC 
holds daily calls with staff through the online 
meeting application Zoom. “All calls and 
meetings are visual,” says Edwards, “which 
works really well because it helps people feel 
part of a team and means you actually have to 
get dressed in the morning.”

As well as group calls she recommends 
weekly one-to-one meetings with staff to talk 
about how their work is going in the new 
environment, and more holistic issues such 
as how they are balancing work with care 
commitments, feeling lonely and so on. 

“We check in with the team rather than 
check up on them,” she says. “Be flexible 
about everything: give space for people to get 
overwhelmed or upset. And if they’re feeling 
down, be empathetic. Everyone deals with 
change differently.”

Managers should be particularly aware of 
staff with caring responsibilities or those 
with young children, she says. “We ask staff to 
take some time away from their screens and, 
for example, sit in their gardens for their  
own sanity.” 

Trust
It is important for managers to keep up with 

staff and volunteers, but they should not be 
watching them too closely, according to 
Saeed Atcha, chief executive and founder of 
Youth Leads UK, a charity that runs 
development programmes for young people.

“You’ve got to have those regular catch-ups 
with people to keep them on task,” he says. 
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“But there is a danger as a manager that you 
will unwillingly fall into micro-managing, so be 
mindful of that.”

It is important to keep deadlines and 
instructions as clear as possible, obvious 
though that might sound, but Atcha adds that 
staff might not be able to fulfil some tasks as 
promptly as usual. “You’ve also got to be 
understanding that things might not get done 
as quickly as they would in an office 
environment because of various things at 
home, such as childcare and so on,” he says. 

Kristiana Wrixon, head of policy at the 
charity leaders body Acevo, stresses that 
managers should be looking to take individual 
approaches to supporting their employees. 

“It is important that we all have access to 
emotional support and flexibility alongside 
technical and practical support,” she says. 

“Everyone will have different needs and will 
be processing the crisis differently, so there 
will not be a one-size-fits-all solution for the 
sector or for organisations.”

Routine 
Sarah McIntosh, director of people at the 

social enterprise Mental Health First Aid 
England, says simple steps such as 
encouraging people to get ready for work at 
the same time every day, or set up 
workspaces that are separate from sleeping 
areas, where possible, can make a practical 
difference to people who are working from 
home for extended periods. 

Managers should also keep an eye out for 
staff who might overwork themselves and 
potentially burn out, she says. 

“With a large number of team video calls and 
meetings at this time, it is important to remind 
people they need to switch off, disconnect 
from work and separate their personal time 
when working from home,” she says. 

One of the most practical ways to achieve 
this is for managers to lead by example by 
balancing their own work and ensuring 
people know they can step away. They could 

also keep an eye on the timestamps on emails 
sent by staff and consider checking if they are 
OK or why they are still online. 

“People might just be taking advantage of 
the flexible hours, but be proactive in ensuring 
people are not drowning in their workloads,” 
says McIntosh. 

Contact 
A number of charities have taken advantage 

of the government’s Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme since the measure was 
introduced, but what can managers do to 
support furloughed workers? 

Some spoken to for this article emphasise 
the importance of keeping in regular contact 
with employees that have been put on 
furlough, as long as they do not end up 
providing services for the organisation, which 
would breach government rules.

McIntosh says managers should 
communicate business priorities if furloughed 
staff have indicated they want to remain in the 
loop on company business. “It will ensure they 
keep up to date and don’t feel left out, as well 
as providing reassurance in a fast-changing 
and uncertain situation,” she says. 

The DSC has furloughed just over half of its 
33 staff. Edwards recommends weekly Zoom 
meetings with furloughed staff to show them 
that they are still part of the organisation, 
although this must not be compulsory. Other 
measures might include WhatsApp groups for 
sharing jokes or competitions, having virtual 
drinks and ensuring people know they are 
missed and how hard people are working to 
enable them to return.

“The final thing is to remember that 
everyone is human,” says Edwards. “Most of 
the furloughed staff are desperate to get back 
to work, and a minority of the non-furloughed 
people might feel that their furloughed 
colleagues got the better end of the stick.

“It’s just important to be understanding and 
recognise that everyone is dealing with a 
situation we could never have imagined.”
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This is about the fabric 
of society. The crisis has 

made us realise we’re all 
stitches in it, and we all  
have to be part of it if we  
want to recover”
Catherine Johnstone, chief executive,  
Royal Voluntary Service




