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Most voluntary groups are set up by local people, who have identified a need for a particular activity or service in their area, and want to do something about it.

Starting a group means working together with people who share similar concerns and are aiming to solve a particular problem or meet a certain need.

[image: image7.wmf]Starting a group can be very rewarding, especially as it begins to take shape and develop.  However, it is important to remember that the work involved takes lots of time and commitment and often lots of patience.  You will encounter problems and set backs at times and it is important that those of you involved work through any difficult times together.  Developing a successful group is hard work but as you see your work and group having a positive impact the rewards are tremendous. This pack is designed to help you through the process of setting up a group, in particular to ensure you are aware of all the responsibilities involved.
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Running a group is a team effort, so a good way to start your group is to bring together a number of people who share similar interests and concerns.  Meet and talk to each other about what you could do and how you could do it.

There are a number of questions you could ask yourselves about your group.
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1. What type of organisation is it?

· Will it be a self-help group?
· Will it provide services and/or activities for others?
· Will it undertake campaigning work on issues of concern?
· Where will it operate?
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2. Is there a need for the service?
· How do you know there is a need?
· Who needs it?
· How many people need it?
· What are the needs?
· Will your group meet these needs in full/in part?

3. Are there existing groups in your area providing similar services? If so:-
· Have you contacted these organisations? 

· Would it be better to work with an existing group – there is lots of competition for funding and donors often look at whether similar services are already in existence!
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4.  If you think a new group is necessary be clear about:-

· What the advantages would be in setting up a new organisation?
· What would be different about your group?
5. If you think a new group/organisation is necessary write down:-

· The aims and purposes of the group/organisation – or what you want to do.
· Who will benefit?
6. Are there other people who are willing to get involved?  

· Who will be involved in organising the group? (include organisations and individuals)

THINKING OF STARTING A GROUP? READ ON..................


Weigh up the possible demands on you on the one hand and the likely benefits on the other.  Think of the next six months ahead of you. Could you put some time, energy and commitment into a new group for about that length of time? If you are doubtful, then it might be better to shelve the idea for a bit or to approach the problem in a different way.

You still want to do it? Then take the next step.





Different people have different skills and pooling them will strengthen your group. 

Think to the future too. People may feel later on that they need to leave the group when the time feels right. This may apply to you too - you might want to move on. It can be very difficult if everything has been organised by you from the start.

Some of the things you might think about together now could include: 

· Membership of the group.  

· What people need from the group. 

· Its possible aims. 

· Activities, at group meetings and outside them. 

· The need for confidentiality. 

· Links with professionals. 

· How often you might want to meet and where

Decide What Might Your Group Do

Groups often choose to do some of the following: 

· Hold regular meetings for mutual support. 

· Provide telephone links. 

· Provide information. 

· Arrange activities for members. 

· Offer services to people needing help but who don’t come to the meetings. 

· Try to get changes made in services provided by the council or the health authority. 

· Arrange for speakers to give talks at meetings. 

Few groups do all of these. People find it best to take on just some of them at first, choosing what suits their group.  As needs change then the activities the group undertakes change too. This is how groups relate to the social and economic climate around them by frequently evaluating aims and activities to see if they still meet yours and others needs.

Meetings
Most groups decide to have regular meetings. It seems to work best if these are arranged on a regular pattern eg the first Wednesday of the month; every Monday.  When you are starting off, the main thing people are likely to want to do is to talk, to share experiences and try to help each other cope. The size of the group is important for this to occur successfully. An optimum size is 12 or less. If the group is much bigger than this, people may be reluctant to take part. 

If your group has developed a large membership, it may be an idea to use part of a meeting to break in to smaller group. You may have to consider what kind of structure best fits your group in order to achieve the aims of the group - with large groups you may need to think about a committee structure. 

Telephone Links
Many groups decide to have some sort of telephone link. Again, it’s a good idea to weigh up the benefits and disadvantages before making a decision. How might the telephone help - or hinder - what you’re planning to do?

Advantages 

· Help given to people who can’t go out to meetings. 

· Support between members between meetings, perhaps at unusual times. 

· Information about the group available to possible new members. 

· Anonymity - people don’t have to give you their name 

Disadvantages 

· Cost - especially if you continually have to return calls. 

· It can make big demands on 1 or 2 people. 

· People may well ring at awkward times. 

· It can be very draining if you are still experiencing problems yourself. 

· It may be more difficult to be a good listener than you might first think. 

· You can end up providing a service to non-members when this wasn’t planned. 

Providing Information
People are often desperate for information. Support meetings and informal conversation may well give the chance to pass on information, but there are other ways too: 

· Invite speakers to meetings and show videos. 

· Buy books. 

· Collect articles and store them, in a ring file with clear plastic inserts which can be available at meetings. 

· Keep a scrapbook. 

· Affiliate to a national organisation to receive their literature, leaflets and newsletters. 

· Find out about sources of information elsewhere. 

· Decide what you are not going to offer as well as what you are. 

In all cases, you must make sure that any information you give is accurate and up-to-date. If you are not sure then it is always better not to give out information and find out, or point people to someone who can. 

Services for Members
Some groups want a practical approach: eg organising activities or outings together to relieve isolation and loneliness; to exercise or to go swimming; to help people cope with stressful situations; to overcome a phobia. Groups which concentrate on support and talking do find it useful to plan activities as well. 

It’s best not to be ambitious at first. Consider what costs could be involved. Don’t assume everyone will want to join in. If your group is based on an activity, then you’ll expect everyone coming to join in. But if it’s in addition to your regular meeting, take care not to make people who choose not to take part feel left out. An ‘in-group’ of people who do things together can divide a group. Some members may be on low incomes or benefits and may not be able to afford extra outings. This may be something you will need to consider if you want to make it part of your group - will the group be able to subsidise outings to make them affordable to all? 

Setting Some Aims

Getting together with other people in a similar situation to yours is a good first step - but it isn’t enough on it’s own. One of the things you’ll need to think about together early on, is what you want to achieve.   Find out if you all want the same things from the group - don’t take it for granted that you do.

Take Your Time
Don’t worry if you can’t decide what you want your group to achieve straight away. You might do better to set yourselves some simple aims and then change them as new needs emerge. Start by thinking about what you, the first members, want to achieve for yourselves.

Keep it Simple
Be realistic. It’s better to start small and grow, rather that to set yourselves ambitious aims - and then feel a failure because you don’t seem to be getting anywhere.

Don't Make Decisions Alone
It is important that members of the group have a chance to say what they think. Think of ways to get as many people as possible to be involved. See the Checklist for some ideas.

Write Down What You Decide
When you have reached some agreement, write down what you’ve decided. This might be in the minutes of the meeting or it could be in the form of a handout - a leaflet or card. However you do it, make sure a copy of what you decide is kept in one place as a record for the group. You may want to purchase a file for this purpose. Being clear about what you want to achieve and including it in your publicity material will help other people too. People considering becoming members, and professionals too, will then have more idea of what sort of group you are. Professionals are more likely to link people to your group, if they know what you aim to achieve.

Aims are Different from What You Do
It is easy to lump together aims and activities. It is useful to be able to distinguish between the two. Here's a simple distinction: aims are a statement of what the group would like to achieve, activities are what you do to get there. 

Aims Can Influence Who Can Be Members
Most self help groups decided that it’s people who share the same situation who are and can be members of the group eg MATCH - Mothers Apart from their Children - "offers advice, comfort support and friendship to mothers living apart from their children."

Others decide that close relatives and friends can join as well eg the Asthma Society "gives help and advice to all people with asthma and their families". Some are for parents and carers e.g. the Alzheimer’s Disease Society is designed " to support relatives and carers of those suffering from senile dementia" .

Think about the structure and management of your organisation.

1 How will the organisation be structured and managed?  There is usually a core of three to four people who set up a group and later a Management Committee of between three to eleven people.

· How many people will be involved in running the organisation?
· How often will you need to meet?
2 How and when will you provide services?

· Do you need premises to do this e.g. space in a local community centre.

· How will you advertise your services and publicise your group.

3 Will the service be provided by volunteers or paid staff?

· Will they need training – if so how will this be organised?
4 Will finance be needed to provide a service?

· If yes, who will undertake the fundraising work and when will this begin?

5 You will need to produce a plan.

Once you have thought about and discussed the points in stages 1 & 2 with others involved in the group, you should write your ideas and answers down on paper.  You will then be well on your way to developing a formal plan for your group/organisation.



If you want to set up an organisation, and especially if you intend to spend money which has been donated to you, then you need to be properly organised.  Why?

· So that the project can be run better, and the money is spent properly & efficiently.

· So that you are aware of your responsibilities in law in handling money which has been donated to you.

When you set up a group, there are two formal things you should have in place: a Governing Document and a Committee.



When you set up a group you need to work out exactly what you want to do and how you will do it.  This involves setting out, formally, the objectives of the group, as well as rules such as how to elect the committee and accept new members. You need a Governing Document

· So that everyone knows exactly what your organisation aims to do.

· So that everyone knows how your organisation will be run.

· So that everyone knows who is responsible for running your organisation.

· To apply for money to run your group – people will only give money to you if they are confident it will be accounted for and spent properly.

The normal type of governing document for a small group is a constitution.  A constitution sets up an association – a group of people who come together, democratically, with a specific aim.  This group of people (members) will decide on a committee, and the committee will then be responsible for running the organisation.  Members can elect a new committee regularly.

Remember …once your group have agreed your constitution, it is a legal document.  The committee, not the members, will be personally responsible for making sure the rules are followed. Your constitution will firstly tell you what your group is called, and what it aims to do.  In a constitution the aims are known as ‘objects’.


The objects are the most important part of your constitution, because they will say what your overall aims are.  Objects are not simply a list of your activities – there is an important difference between objects and activities.

· Your objects are your overall aims.  To identify these, think about the overall need.  What does your group want to achieve or improve?
· Your activities are more straight forward – these are the specific projects or services you want to set up, in order to achieve your aims.
· For example, let’s say you wanted to set up an after-school club for children.  Your activities would be ‘provision of an after-school club’.  However, this is not your object – your overall aim or object would be something like ‘to advance the education of children under the age of 16’.
· If you are working in a specific area, this also needs to be in your objects.  It is a good idea to add ‘and elsewhere’ to your geographical remit, in case you go over the boundary!
· Remember that the constitution should be seen in the long term – to the broader your objects are to start with, the more flexibility you have to take on new initiatives in the future.

If you want to register as a charity, then the Charity Commission will look carefully at your objects to make sure that what you want to do is charitable.  For more details on what objects are charitable, please see the separate information leaflet on Charity Registration.

Your constitution will also set out more general rules, most of which usually apply to any group.  The rules which need to be included are:

· Powers – what you can legally do to carry out your activities – for example, by raising money or hiring a building.

· Membership – who is eligible for membership, how people become members, and how people are disqualified (your group may have special rules on who is eligible to be a member).

· Committees – how and when the committee is elected, and which specific jobs need to be filled.

· Annual General Meeting – once a year your organisation will have a meeting for all its members when the committee is elected and the annual report presented.

· Finance  - rules on preparing annual accounts.

· Changing the constitution – the procedure for altering any of your rules – this should be at a general meeting with an overall majority.

· Dissolution – the procedure for closing down your organisation.

How do we adopt our constitution?

Once you have your constitution, you need to have a meeting where the committee members sign it and date it.  When this is done, the constitution is then officially ‘adopted’, and this means it is a legal document.  From then on your group must be run according to what the constitution says.  So for example, if you want to elect a new committee member, or if you want to change the constitution itself, you have to follow the rules in the constitution.

Model constitutions

Constitutions look very complicated at first glance, because of all the administrative provisions.  However, model constitutions are available, and the Charity Commission have their own model constitution.  With a model constitution you only need to insert the name of your organisation and the objects, and include any specific rules for your group (for example, you may have specific rules over who is eligible for membership).  However, you need to carefully read through the administrative provisions (election of officers, etc) and make sure you are fully aware of their implications for your group.


You need to set up a committee of people who are going to be responsible for running a group and taking decisions, and ensuring your aims and objectives are followed.

What is a committee?


The committee are a small number of people – maybe between 3 and 15 people – who will represent your group, are responsible for running your group, and who meet regularly to decide how to run your group and who will do what.

The committee are responsible – by law – for running a group and making sure it achieves what it sets out to do.  This is very important.  If something goes wrong, or if you lose money, then the committee could be held personally liable.  So it is a good idea when you form your committee to have people who have particular skills in different areas – like finance, administration, publicity, and so on.

Individual members may take on roles, such as chair, treasurer or secretary – but remember that the committee as a whole are legally responsible.

Main responsibilities of the committee as a whole include:


· Ensuring that the organisation meets its objectives as set out in the constitution, and that it acts in the interests of the organisation’s beneficiaries.

· Ensuring that the organisation has enough resources to carry out its work, and that all resources and assets are well-managed and used to meet its objectives.

· Regularly attending committee meetings, and take decisions working jointly with other members of the committee.

· Keeping up with the organisation’s activities, and providing proper reports to members and supporters – particularly annual reports and accounts.

· Ensuring that all the rule in the constitution are followed (e.g. elections, changing the constitution).

· Ensuring that the organisation meets all its legal responsibilities – such as Health and Safety, equal opportunities, insurance, and employment laws.

· Ensuring that all contracts – employment, tenancy agreements and so on – are kept to.

· Ensuring that premises and equipment are maintained and insured.

Roles of committee members

A committee will include people with specific tasks.  These people are called ‘officers’.  There are three tasks in particular – chair, secretary, and treasurer – which should always be in place and are called ‘Honorary Officers’.

Other committee members could take on other specific tasks if this is appropriate to your group.  For example:


· Events 

· Membership

· Publicity

· Fundraising

How the committee is organised

Your constitution should set out detailed rules over how and when committee members can be elected.  These rules are usually standard.  If you are a new group it will probably be a case of looking for volunteers to get more involved in running the group, rather than having formal elections.  However, in future years other members may want to take over responsibility and an election is the fairest way of deciding this.

Your group will have an Annual General Meeting (AGM) once a year.  This is a meeting to which all members are invited to, where the annual report and accounts are presented, and where the committee stand for election.  Normally the members at the AGM will elect the Honorary Officers to the committee, and other committee members.  Some committee members may wish to continue in their posts, which means for some committee members it may just be a case of re-electing them if there is no opposition.

Once elected the committee take legal responsibility for the organisation.  Between AGMs, the committee will meet regularly – perhaps monthly, or less frequently (there will be a rule in your constitution about frequency of meetings) – to oversee the running of the group and take decisions.  These meetings are sometimes called ‘management committee’ or ‘executive committee’ meetings.  At their first new committee meeting, they may decide between themselves who will take on other specific tasks (e.g. publicity).  Committee meetings must always be minuted, and should be carefully filed away (for more information on minutes, see a separate information pack on Minute Taking).

A small group of committee members may want to meet from time to time to work in more detail on specific areas (e.g. programme of events of fundraising).  These meetings are known as ‘sub-committees’, and they are a helpful way of delegating the more detailed work of the committee to members who are skilled or interested in particular topics.  Some larger organisations may have a general sub-committee, often called ‘finance and general purposes’, which will look in more detail at the organisation’s activities.  Remember, though, that all sub-committees must always report back to the main or executive committee for official ratification.


You may be thinking about registering as a charity.  It is a requirement of charity law to register your group with the Charity Commission if you have an income of £1,000 or more per year and your aims are exclusively charitable.

To be a charity, the objects in your constitution should be charitable.  What is actually charitable is defined by law.

Charitable objects are:

· relief of poverty

· advancement of religion

· advancement of education

· other purposes beneficial to the community

Adapted including information from Bromley CVS
Voluntary but not Amateur: a Guide to Voluntary Organisations and the Law (Jacki Reason, Ruth Hayes, Duncan Forbes, 5th ed 1998, LVSC)

Just About Managing: Effective Management for Voluntary Organisations and Community Groups (Sandi Adirondack, 1998, LVSC)

The Voluntary Sector Legal Handbook  (Sandi Adirondack, James Sinclair Taylor, 1996, DSC)
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Stage 1 – Getting started
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Bad Weather Ahead





Be ready for some unexpected storms with your group!





When a new group forms, it  goes through a process sometimes described as STORMING. This is quite normal – even essential as the group learns who is best at doing what, how to communicate with each other and so on. It is marked by some heated discussion and passion. Be on the look out for it and try not it let derail the group.





The good news is that for most groups this phase passes quickly  into a much more harmonious and productive atmosphere.





Stage 2 – Getting Organised








Stage 3 – Formalising the structure
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For more Information contact


Rother Voluntary Action


10 Buckhurst Road


Bexhill


TN40 1QF


Office@rothervoluntaryaction.org.uk


01414 217259








What is a constitution?








Setting up a management committee








Charity Registration








Horses for Courses!





Try and pick the right person to do the job in a committee. Make sure they have the Energy to actually do it, the Skills to be successful, and the Time to do it. All three Energy, Skill and Time need to be in place otherwise expect difficulties!





See the RVA Pack on Constitutions





Tip





Make sure you keep complete, accurate and up to date records. Choose someone who is happy with detail and tidy to be the Secretary.





 It is the second most important job after Chair. For example it is the Secretary’s own interpretation of events that are recorded as minutes, and it is the Secretary more often than not that will control agendas, and therefore what the committee actually discusses and does!





Other people may join the committee in an advisory capacity.  For example, volunteers or staff may join, or professional advisors.  However, these people will not be legally responsible for decisions taken, which means they will not have a vote. They are simply there to report back on detailed decisions, or to give advice





DISCLAIMER : The views expressed ON THIS BROCHURE do not necessarily reflect those of RVA nor does RVA necessarily endorse services or organisations that may appear. Although we do our best to make sure information is accurate, we are not responsible for inaccuracies that may occur or changes made by third parties. Readers are advised to independently verify information contained herein





Take some time to think if you really want to start a group.


If you need one mostly to help with your own problems, you could ask yourself:- Why do you want one? How badly do you need it? Could you get by with other forms of help? On the other hand, you may be thinking more of starting a group so that people who are newly experiencing a problem can get help. You remember what it was like for you and you don’t want other people to have to flounder in the same way. You’ll probably also get a lot out of it yourself, but the emphasis of the group may be different. You could ask yourself: 


Why do you want to help other people? 


How important is it to you to do so? 


Are you far enough on in coping with your own situation? 


Could starting a group make you feel worse, not better? 








Don’t worry whether you can start a group or not. First consider seriously how much you want to and why.  Think about possible obstacles. 


Starting a group will mean demands on your time, your energy and your money. 


It may mean intrusion into your home - by telephone calls if not by people themselves. 


It could well affect your family. 


Starting a group can mean having to cope emotionally with other people’s problems as well as your own. 








Think about the advantages too. 


Your life could be changed completely - for the better. 


You may get surprising amounts of help yourself. 


You may make a new set of supportive friends. 


You could become fulfilled through being able to help someone else. 


You could find yourself doing all sorts of things you never dreamed you could do. 





Find Some People who Think Like You


You will need to put some effort into starting a group, but you need not take it on alone. In fact, it’s better not to.  Find a few other people who are interested in starting, not simply Belonging, to a new group. Two or three is enough, even one other person will do. Try to make it clear at this stage that the group is not yet active and that you’re looking for people willing to help in getting it started. How might you find your first few people? Ask yourself some questions again. 


How common is the situation you’re in? 


Do you want a group based on one neighbourhood or? 


Would it be better to cover a whole town, city or an even wider area? 


Are you likely to want to work closely with professionals in the health and social services? If so


 they could be helpful in finding 


like-minded people. 





Get Together


When you have found the first few people, get together for a chat. Meet several times if you feel the need. There’s no need to rush.  If it’s convenient, meet in someone’s home to start with, or find a free, quiet place that is accessible for all members. 





One thing you’ll need to talk about is how much you’ll expect people to contribute to the group, not necessarily money, but in commitment and time. This is important: self help groups are not groups where you do things for people all the time. They work best if members share responsibilities and jobs, make decisions about the group together and both give to and take help from the group. If you begin by doing everything yourself, people will expect this to continue. Start as you mean to go on, sharing the jobs out whenever possible.
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Operating restrictions are all right as long as you state your rules openly and clearly and as long as you are not restricting people on the basis of prejudice such as racial or sexual discrimination. What you want to achieve and who can be members of a group are issues which are closely linked. You’ll find yourselves making decisions on membership and aims at much the same time.





Borrow from Other People


Do you have contact with other similar groups? If so, you may be able to borrow their aims and adapt them to your group.  Groups which have links with national organisations may find this particularly helpful. In this latter instance, you may need to discuss whether you want to affiliate to a national organisation - again you need to weigh the advantages and disadvantages of becoming part of a wider national network. You may find it better to start from scratch and work out for yourselves what you want your aims to be. Remember, what you decide now isn’t set in tablets of stone. You can change your aims as needs arise or as new members bring in other ideas.
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