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What is sustainable funding? 
 
 Sustainable funding isn't about locating one ever-lasting source of income. It is an approach that explores funding in the 

round. 
 

 This approach begins with strategic planning and takes account of opportunities for diversification across the spectrum of 
income streams available to the voluntary and community sector. Sustainable funding is about exploring all the available 
options. 
 

 Sustainable funding also involves thinking about what is the most appropriate way to fund your organisation. This is because 
the funding an organisation needs comes down to what it does, who its users are, and what stage it's reached in its 
developmental lifecycle. It's about using the appropriate income stream(s) to drive development at the appropriate time. 

 
 
To be sustainable, funding needs to be . . .  
 

 Stable – it’s important to have a mixture of income streams so that if one diminishes it doesn’t threaten your organisation’s 
viability overall. Also, being able to predict with confidence your future resource levels enables longer-term planning.  

 
 Suitable – there are a wide range of funding and finance options which are appropriate for different situations. 

Understanding what each can offer, and ensuring there is a good match between your objectives and the type of funding or 
financing you are seeking, is essential.  

 
 Sufficient – there never seems to be enough money, but understanding your costs properly allows you to make informed 

decisions about accepting contracts or undertaking project work. This is critical for effective planning and growth.  
 
Also keep an eye on the long term. It is worth having a sense of potential changes to funding streams, and knowledge about 
emerging new ones, because this can help you with strategic planning. 
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What income streams are available for VCOs? 
 
The income spectrum illustrates the range of income streams available to voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) and the 
relationships with the different individuals or organisations providing the funds.  
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 In the gift economy – donations, individual giving, corporate support – funds are given with the expectation that they will be 

used towards the organisation’s key purpose.  
 

 Next comes grant funding and the specific outputs expected in return for such funding – for example, quarterly reporting or 
outcome assessment. 
 

 Further to the right we reach the world of service level agreements and the structured market of full-blown contracts. 
By which time we are not asking for charity but trading services – typically in the structured market of statutory procurement 
for public service delivery, but potentially also to private and other voluntary sector organisations. 
 

 Moving to the far right we emerge in the open market – earning independent income by trading goods and pursuing other 
social enterprise activity.  

ASKING    EARNING 

As you move across the 
spectrum from left to right 
– from asking to earning 
– the level of expectation 

regarding what is 
received in return for the 

income increases. 
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What makes a financially sustainable organisation? 
 
Forward planning ‘The planning cycle’ – ongoing methodology used by organisations to monitor work flow, manage resources, 
carry out evaluation, map out strategic development etc. 
 
Considering all income streams -  
 

 Gift economy - Independent giving and corporate support 
 Grant funding – independent and statutory funders 
 Contracts / structured market – a legal document laying out the services an organisation will provide in exchange for 

payment. Typically for delivering a public service 
 Open market trading – earning independent income by selling goods or services 

 
Understanding costs – accounting for your organisation’s expenditure on the basis of incorporating all costs incurred by the 
organisation - core (or overhead) expenditure as well as project specific, using methods such as full cost recovery. Essential for 
ensuring funding bids are accurately cover all potential costs, contracts are negotiated for the full cost of delivering a service, and 
pricing for products and services developed to generate trading income fully reflect the cost to your organisation of producing or 
providing those goods. 
 
 
Key areas to look at in your organisation 
 

1. Strategic approach – ensuring how you raise funds and what you raise funds for supports your mission 
2. Income diversity – an appropriate mix of funding sources; donated and earned 
3. Financial management – understanding and managing costs, income and risk 
4. Communicating success – being able to show you are making a difference 
5. External positioning and marketing – knowing where you fit, how you are different and how to tell people 
6. Relationships – the relationships and partnerships with funders and others that you need to achieve your mission 
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For more information, inspiration and ideas on . . .  
 
 Earning income via contracting or trading 
 Loan finance providers 
 The tools you’ll need to better equip your organisation to access new income streams 
 Case studies of organisations who have been there already, and learned the lessons! 

 
. . . look at NCVO’s Sustainable Funding Project website: www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sfp 
 

 Sign up for NCVO’s free monthly Funding and Finance newsletter at www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sfp/newsletter 
 Follow @NCVOFunding to get daily updates on sustainable funding issues, new tools, resources and events  
 

 
Key tools available on our website   
 

 Sustainable Sun Needs-Analysis Tool 
 Sustainable Funding across the Income Spectrum (basic and advanced) 
 Funder Needs Analysis Tool 
 Exploring new Products and Markets 
 Choosing the Right Legal Form 

 
Key training events 
 

 Introduction to sustainable funding – a half day introductory workshop for those new to sustainable funding 
 Make it happen - a one day workshop helping organisations move from theory to action 
 Grow your own income - a practical one day workshop on how to turn trading ideas into reality 
 Plus a host of one-off seminars, an annual funding and finance conference, and events organised through the Public Service Delivery 

Network (www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/psdnetwork) 
 
Key publications 
 

 The Art of Raising Money - Using marketing theory to stabilise and grow your income 
 The Good Guide to trading - Getting ready for enterprise 
 From asking to earning - Exploring the journey of trading 


