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Stronger together? Voluntary sector alliances as meta-organizations
Catherine Harris and Rob Macmillan

Abstract:

Collective action between voluntary organisations, in strategic alliances, forums or assemblies,
is often overlooked in research on the voluntary sector. This paper explores evidence of alliance
building from two studies of local voluntary action in England. The findings demonstrate that
voluntary sector assemblies can increase influence with statutory bodies and improve
relationships within the local voluntary sector, overcoming fragmentation fuelled by
competition for limited funding opportunities. The paper makes both a theoretical and practical
contribution. It argues that alliances can be usefully conceptualised as meta-organizations and
explores how the findings can be interpreted and applied to improve understanding of the
voluntary sector and provide learning to enhance the effectiveness of voluntary sector
assemblies.

1. Introduction

Basic mental maps of the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector are often
predicated on counting distinct organisational entities as relatively bounded and identifiable
units aggregated to form a voluntary ‘sector’ as a whole. We readily talk of the work and impact
of individual organisations, the challenges they face and their struggles for survival. The risk
with such a starting point is that other important features of the architecture and functioning of
voluntary action can be neglected: for example, a relational account of collaborative and
competitive interactions within and between VCSE organisations operating in the same place or
field. These relationships can arise by default, where organisations in close proximity might
compete for funding, human resources or status and reputation, or through deliberate action,
where organisations seek to work in collaboration or partnership with others, or engage in
networks, coalitions and alliances. There is a wealth of exhortation, practical reflection and
guidance encouraging collaboration between VCSE organisations (Pepin, 2005; Cairns et al,
2011), and considerable academic reflection on the nature, possibilities and challenges of
inter-organisational and cross-sectoral collaboration in general (Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002;
Huxham and Vangen, 2005). However, there is comparatively little research on broader
collective organising in the VCSE sector.

This paper addresses one such collective and relational aspect of the sector: the work of
building alliances between VCSE organisations. This work can be observed in multiple contexts,
fields and scales, often mirroring policy agendas and parallel institutional arrangements in the
public sector. Our interestis in place-based strategic forums and coalitions between VCSE
organisations. In a UK context, they are often termed ‘assemblies’, although other terms such
as ‘alliance’ or ‘forum’ are also used. Although there is no formally adopted definition, they can
be seen as a form of enduring, structured or representative body which aims to bring together
and amplify the voices of VCSE organisations in a particular field or geographical context. They
can be regarded as part of the VCSE sector’s ‘infrastructure’, the array of mechanisms through
which the sector is supported to develop, connect and gain influence (Cullingworth and
Macmillan, 2025). However, the landscape of such support within the UK is complex: VCSE
assemblies can be separate entities from pre-existing dedicated infrastructure organisations,
can operate as distinct projects within them, and are sometimes effectively one and the same
thing.



Notwithstanding this complexity, the existence of these VCSE assemblies as collective
initiatives poses interesting questions around their purpose, composition, operation and
impact: what kinds of phenomenon they are, why they are set up, who comes to be involved,
how they work and what difference they make. In this article, we examine the nature and
operation of VCSE alliance building, exploring evidence from two studies of local voluntary
action in England'. We consider how VCSE alliance building can be seen as a form of emergent
‘meta-organization’, an organization composed of other organizations (Ahrne and Brunsson,
2005; 2008; Saniossian et al, 2022). We find that engagement in these alliances across
organisational boundaries is painstaking, contingent work and can easily be undone as energy
and relevance wanes, support resources are stretched or conflict surfaces. ‘Success’ for
assemblies and similar bodies is often a fragile and temporary accomplishment, and they
frequently fall into abeyance, but nonetheless are underpinned by the hope of a collective voice
across an otherwise fragmented field.

In the next section we examine relevant literature on collective organizing, drawing attention to
meta-organization theory. Section 3 describes our research methodology, in terms of sources
of data, analysis, and acknowledges limitations in our approach. We present our findings in
section 4 through a discussion of two key themes: the aims and achievements of VCSE
assemblies; and the challenges they encounter and how these can be addressed. We consider
these themes in terms of meta-organization theory in section 5, before concluding by outlining
the contribution of this paper to existing understandings of relational dimensions of voluntary
action, and discussing the implications of the findings for practice, theory and further research.

2. Understanding alliance building in the voluntary sector

Existing literature offers several possibilities for conceptualising the collective and relational
architecture of voluntary action — advocacy coalitions, strategic action fields and network
governance - but not all speak well or fully to the work of alliance building in the VCSE sector.

Several studies have been informed by the idea of ‘advocacy coalitions’ formed amongst like-
minded actors to pursue specific agendas through a complex policy-making process (Sabatier,
1988). For example, one study highlights the struggles and dilemmas faced by individual
nonprofit professionals as advocates in pursuing multiple goals in coalitions (Fyall and
McGuire, 2015; see also Wiley, 2022). Coalitions are held together by beliefs and assumptions
about the nature of and responsibility for policy problems, and possible policy solutions. The
advocacy coalition framework focuses on the policy process, in order to understand long-
term policy change. It has some relevance to VCSE assemblies, but they have other key
purposes beyond advocacy.

Another study, of inter-organisational advocacy amongst US nonprofits serving older people,
shows how policy change led existing nonprofit service providers to form defensive strategies to
protect their positions from the threat of new entrants (Chen, 2018). These services are seen as
a dynamic ‘strategic action field’, where stability can be secured through co-operative projects
between groups, ‘rooted in a combination of shared interests and a common collective identity’
(Fligstein and McAdam, 2012: 15). This is reinforced by the work of ‘internal governance units’,
field-level arrangements tasked with ‘overseeing compliance with field rules and, in general,
facilitating the overall smooth functioning and reproduction of the system’ (ibid: 13-14). Such
an approach can speak to the work of VCSE assemblies in building alliances and pursuing a
common project, but perhaps less so with prescribing field rules and compliance.

‘Network governance’ literature suggests that interorganisational networks can either govern



themselves (through shared participant governance or via a lead participant organisation) or be
governed through a ‘network administrative organisation’ (NAO), a central network broker
which coordinates and sustains the network (Provan and Kenis, 2008: 236). One US study of
interorganisational networks highlights the work involved by NAO leaders in managing two
distinct paradoxes: of maintaining collaborative unity amidst diversity of network members on
the one hand, and balancing engagement with policy and confrontation on the other (Saz-
Corranza and Ospina, 2011). This approach can illuminate collective organising in the VCSE
sector, although it speaks more to the coordination of looser networks than to more structured
forms of collective organisation.

An alternative line of enquiry may be found in the growing theoretical and empirical work on
‘meta-organization’, organisational forms whose members are other organisations (Ahrne and
Brunsson, 2005; 2008). Meta-organizations serve to facilitate interactions among members,
enable joint action towards their wider environment, support the creation of a collective
identity, and undertake collective tasks outsourced by members (Berkowitz, et al, 2022: 4).
However, they can be rendered unstable, freighted with conflict over autonomy, decision-
making powers, identity and resources (ibid.: 2). Given this, the idea of meta-organizations may
provide a helpful theoretical lens in understanding significant decisions, dimensions and
processes involved in alliance building in the VCSE sector, as well as illuminating recurring and
seemingly intractable challenges.

Meta-organizations are distinguishable from other organised forms of activity in three ways:
first, they are ‘decided social orders’, based on significant decisions such as a name, identity,
membership and rules; second, they organise organisations rather than individuals; and third,
they are associative, a voluntary association of members who can choose to join or leave
(Berkowitz, et al, 2022: 2). To date there have been relatively few analyses of meta-organizingin
civil society and voluntary sector studies. One example applied the theory by examining the
relationship between women’s lobbying organisations at European Union and national level,
noting an increase both in ‘collective action capacity’ and in the potential for conflict in meta-
organization structures over identity, autonomy and authority (Karlberg and Jacobsson, 2015).
Another paper, based on a case study of a national federation of civil society organisations in
the addiction field in France, explored the complex legitimation work of civil society meta-
organizations, highlighting how they contribute to the construction and understanding of a field,
and gain legitimacy from its delimitation (Laurent et al, 2020). Finally, a study of non-
governmental organisations working in the contentious field of migration in the Czech Republic
found that meta-organization structures can help save transaction costs and provide a
protective ‘shield’ for individual organisations by ‘creating a safe space for collaboration and
policymaking’ (Cada et al, 2022: 918).

Given the rather limited application of meta-organization theory in voluntary sector studies, we
aim to augment the literature — as called for by Berkowitz et al (2022) — by examining alliance
building in the VCSE sector. We address the following overarching research question: To what
extent can VCSE assemblies be regarded as meta-organisations, and how can this contribute to
our understanding of alliance building in the VCSE sector? In doing so, we present our data in
Section 4 around two empirical sub-questions:

e What are the aims of VCSE assemblies and what can they achieve?

e What challenges do VCSE assemblies face and how can these be mitigated?

3. Methodology



Our research employed an exploratory sequential design (Fetters, Curry and Cresswell, 2013)
encompassing the following consecutive stages: (1) an in-depth case study in one local
authority; (2) interviews with individuals involved in similar work in other local authorities; and
(3) open-ended questions within a light-touch online survey of local infrastructure organisations
(LIOs) across England. Analytically, stage 1 enabled us to gain a detailed qualitative
understanding of the experiences of individuals involved in establishing an assembly in real-
time (via the case study). Following this, wider interviews were conducted with individuals
involved in different types of assemblies across England in order to explore further cases.
Specific questions on assemblies within the wider survey of LIOs then provided additional
breadth, enabling some triangulation and validation of our findings. Although our work was not
focused on evaluating impact per se, our interviews with more established assemblies allowed
us to explore what they can achieve in the longer term.

The majority of evidence underpinning this paper (data from stages 1 and 2) comes from a
project to establish a new VCSE assembly in a mixed urban and rural county in England. The
VCSE assembly was officially launched in November 2020 but was the culmination of several
years’ work by a group of CEOs of local VCSE organisations. It was supported by a county-wide
VCSE infrastructure body and involved supportive individuals from statutory agencies. The
assembly’s establishment also coincided with reorganisation of local government in the
county.

Stage 1, our in-depth case study, involved interviews with all members of the newly established
VCSE assembly board, and aimed to explore their visions, hopes and plans for the assembly,
and the challenges and dilemmas they expected to face. Stage 2 comprised seven interviews
with 10 individuals involved in similar assemblies across different local authority areas in
England, to provide learning and insights from equivalent bodies. Participants for this stage
were identified through existing knowledge and connections of the research team and project
leads, and through internet searches. There is no database of VCSE assemblies or equivalent
bodies in England, and thus no population from which to draw a representative sample.
However, the aim was to include a diverse range of assemblies in terms of context and
approach. Semi-structured interviews were conducted online in Spring 2021 and Winter 2021-
22, recorded with permission and fully transcribed.

Stage 3 involved the collection of data from a wider sample of LIOs across England via an online
survey commissioned by the National Association for Voluntary and Community Action
(NAVCA)'. The survey included a set of open-ended questions to inform our research about
VCSE assemblies or equivalents. The questions explored the presence of an assembly in the
area, how it was set up, and its main challenges and achievements. The survey was sent to all
187 NAVCA member organisations, from which 56 usable responses were received.

Figure 1: Participant information and coding

Data source Data type Base Participant
code
Case study interviews with all Qualitative 13 interviewees A1-A13

board members in a newly
established assembly in

England
Interviews with representatives | Qualitative 10 interviewees B1-B7
from assemblies across from 7 assemblies

England




Survey with all 187 NAVCA Quantitative 56 responses C1-C56
members and qualitative

The qualitative data from each stage was analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006). A coding framework was developed based on reading of the transcripts and survey data,
and identification and refinement of emerging themes. Data was then coded according to this
framework using NVivo.

There are some limitations to our methodology. While we have utilised data from a range of
assemblies across England, interviewees were selected via convenience sampling and the
survey was self-selecting, meaning our sample cannot be considered representative and the
findings may not be generalisable. Most of the data we have presented is taken from the smaller
scale study of assemblies in eight local authority areas. Nonetheless, in our research with
representatives from assemblies across England, we endeavoured to secure a diverse sample
in terms of geography, local authority context and assembly features (e.g. age, levels of
formality and partnerships, and focus of activity) — see Figure 2 below for a brief summary of
these assemblies. We identified many commonalities across our data in terms of the
experiences of those who had been involved in VCSE assemblies. Key themes emerging from
open responses in the survey mirror the findings from our interviews. This provides confidence
in the validity of our data and indicates the likely broader relevance of our findings and
applicability across other contexts, particularly in areas with similar circumstances in terms of
local government financial pressure and re-organisation.

Figure 2: Characteristics of interviewed assemblies

Assembly | Description

A (case Recent local government re-organisation from county council to unitary status in
study a mixed urban and rural area. New assembly established following the work of
site) CEOs of local VCSE organisations with support from the local infrastructure

body. Assembly aimed to unify the sector and have better relationships and
greater influence with statutory bodies.

B1 County council in a mixed urban and rural area. Well-established assembly (c. 10
years). Recent reinvigoration following funding cuts and service changes.
Assembly includes thematic groups and links with wider ICS-based VCS alliance.
B2 Unitary authority in a rural area. Assembly created following set-up of unitary
authority, well-established (c.10 years), very informal, high-level (VCS leaders
are members) and unfunded.

B3 Unitary authority in an urban area. New assembly (< 1 year) set up in partnership
with council. Assembly focused on collaboration and partnership working.
B4 County councilin arural area. Well-established assembly (c. 10 years). Initially

set up and funded by council, due to need for independent and representative
voice. Focused on representation, partnership and cross-sector working, and
showcasing the value of the sector.

B5 Unitary authority in a rural area. Well-established assembly (c.15 years). Set up
with grant funding from the council to improve relationships with the VCSE
sector.

B6 County council in a mixed urban and rural area. Developing assembly alongside

establishment of ICS to facilitate links between the NHS and VCSE sector.
Relatively formal with an aim to increase perceptions of professionalism and
influence of the VCSE.




B7 Unitary authority in a rural area. Well-established assembly (c.25 years). Seeks to
support, positively influence and advocate for the sector. Assembly is a charity
with funded strategic and thematic alliances.

Our data confirms that assemblies have differing levels of formality, often changing over time
depending on funding models, existing relationships, capacity, level of perceived need for the
assembly, and wider strategic or policy focus. In the early stages of establishing an assembly,
groups often met more regularly, becoming less frequent over time, or when issues were less
pressing. Assemblies tended to be more formalised in areas where they were better resourced.
For example, some received funding from statutory bodies to support operational costs, whilst
others were run on a more informal voluntary basis. However, all had some level of structure,
including agreed terms of reference or a memorandum of understanding, to ensure clarity of
roles, responsibilities and priorities. Nonetheless, interviewees were clear that formal
structures should not be hierarchical and should focus on nurturing relationships and building
communication. Assemblies tended to be set up in similar ways, with a board overseeing the
assembly as a whole, and a range of thematic groups focusing on particular activities or
concerns, localities or operational issues.™

4. Alliance building in practice: the operation of VCSE assemblies

In this section, we present our findings focusing on the aims of VCSE assemblies, what they can
achieve, and the challenges they face. We use this analysis to explore the extent to which
meta-organizations could provide a helpful theoretical framework for increasing understanding
of alliance building in the VCSE sector.

What are the aims of VCSE assemblies and what can they achieve?

Key early decisions in the establishment of VCSE assemblies focus on structure, membership
and aims and objectives. As such, in terms of meta-organization theory, they display some
characteristics of ‘decided social orders’. Our data shows that assemblies are usually set up to
bring VCSE organisations together and enable them to work more effectively, first by improving
relationships within the sector itself, and second by improving the sector’s relationships with
statutory bodies. A key purpose of meta-organizations is to facilitate interactions among
members (Berkowitz, et al, 2022), and our findings demonstrate that VCSE assemblies have
this express purpose, promoting cohesion and collaboration within the VCSE sector. In our
case study site, there was a consensus that the assembly should provide an opportunity and
framework for VCSE organisations to convene, organise themselves, increase understanding of
one another and share expertise and good practice. Participants from more established
assemblies confirmed that their assemblies had offered a safe and inclusive space for VCSE
organisations to come together, build relationships, consider opportunities for collaboration,
support each other and share information.

Interviewees reported that relationships within the VCSE sector could often become
fragmented due to competition for funding from statutory bodies. There was a sense of
unfairness in how the sector was funded, with larger organisations perceived to be in a more
advantageous and powerful position due to their existing relationships, reputation for delivery
and capacity to engage with funders. In consequence, a (real or perceived) lack of transparency
in tendering processes compounded negative relationships and mistrust across the sector.
One board member in our case study site described how this led to a ‘very disproportionate
situation where you have some voluntary sector organisations growing and basically getting a
lot of the pie whilst the rest of the sector gets left behind’ [A10]. Another noted that there was a



‘need to establish more trust between us’[A1] as VCSE organisations in the area were isolated
from each other even where they have common interests, creating risks for their sustainability,
duplication of services and increased competition for funding.

The second key purpose for meta-organizations is facilitating joint action of members towards
their wider environment (Berkowitz, et al, 2022). For VCSE assemblies, this focuses on
improving relationships with statutory bodies and increasing voluntary sector influence. In our
case study site, fragmentation within the VCSE sector was seen as partly the result of poor
existing relationships with statutory bodies. There was a belief that statutory bodies did not see
VCSE organisations as ‘professional’ and therefore contracts did not allocate enough money to
allow services to be delivered effectively. According to one interviewee, this created a ‘divide
and conquer’ situation where statutory bodies would ‘use the fragmentation to get cheap
services’[A4] and reinforce power imbalances between the statutory and voluntary sector.
Similar situations were reported in other local authorities in which assemblies were operating.
One observed that a lack of decision-making power and financial control was felt in the VCSE
sector as a result of the local authority ‘holding the keys, holding the money’. This led to
‘backstabbing and fighting in the trenches’ [B3], damaging relationships between VCSE
organisations. It was hoped that building better relationships via the assembly would put the
VCSE sector in a better position when engaging with the local authority.

In our case study site, local government reorganisation offered an opportunity to recast
historically poor relationships with statutory bodies. There was a sense that it would be
valuable to build partnerships and collaboration within the VCSE sector to mitigate the risks of,
and capitalise on the opportunities presented by, reorganisation. The formation of the VCSE
assembly alongside a new local government structure offered a fresh start in terms of building
positive relationships, however, it should be noted that these types of re-organisations often
create uncertainty as well as possibility.” These developments reinforced the need for the
VCSE sector to ‘get our ducks in a row’ [A8], as one interviewee put it, so thatitis ready to
engage as new structures bed in. There was felt to be a particular appetite and need for the
VCSE assembly at this time of local change. There was a sense that this opportunity for
relationship building and partnership working was overdue and would allow the sector to speak
up for itself more effectively:

‘There’s always been this understanding that we would be stronger if we were more cohesive
as a sector, so that we work together, collaborate, that we’ll do more. And | think that has
been a bit of a holy grail. And | think now a substantial number of people feel that there is
some possibility that we can achieve that[...] hopefully there’s a critical mass of those
people.’ [AB]

Interviewees reported a desire for the VCSE sector to be treated more fairly by statutory
authorities and seen as equals. In practice, the sector would have ongoing dialogue with the
statutory sector and would therefore be involved and consulted at earlier stages of strategic
planning and development in a more proactive and embedded way. Interviews with
representatives from other assemblies provided evidence of success in some cases. Survey
respondents reported that their assemblies had ‘played a leading role in raising the visibility of
the third sector’[C13] with key decision makers and had enabled the development of respectful
and established relationships. Interviewees from more established assemblies reflected that
the positive relationships they had built with the statutory sector had enabled them to be
meaningfully and proactively involved in setting priorities and co-designing services, with
statutory bodies ‘consultf[ing] with the sector right at the beginning of those ideas being formed’
[B2].



In the longer term, it was hoped that this work would increase trust between the two, with
statutory bodies becoming more aware of the value and contribution of the VCSE sector and
having confidence in its ability to deliver services. This could ideally lead to more flexible and
sustainable funding, with less formal control needed, in contrast to previous top-down
approaches based on short-term contracts, navigating layers of bureaucracy and extensive
reporting requirements. Lack of access to sustainable funding was highlighted as a significant
barrier for VCSE organisations, and the ability to influence policy and practice here was a key
focus for some. One interviewee described the challenges of delivering projects in the voluntary
sector within short-term funding cycles:

‘That is one of the biggest bugbears from voluntary sector organisations [...] it does take time
to embed that work and embed the ideas you’re trying to do, and to start to generate results
and outcomes, and usually what happens is you generate results or outcomes that are far
better than you had said you were going to get, but [then the funding] stops.’ [A4]

The impact of the work of VCSE assemblies was clear to interviewees working in more
established assemblies who reported ‘massive’ increases in the number of VCSE organisations
involved in local public service delivery, higher investment, and ‘significantly better’
relationships between the VCSE and statutory sectors [B5]. One reported that, as a result of the
assembly, ‘the skills and knowledge and experience of the voluntary sector are valued more
than ever today’ [B7]. Similarly, survey respondents reported that their assemblies had led to
more equitable economic development.

Having greater power and influence and advocating for the VCSE sector was cited as a key
reason for the desire to improve relationships with statutory bodies across our interviews. The
need for a stronger, unified voice in enabling effective and strategic communication with the
statutory sector was frequently emphasised. In our case study site, it was hoped that this would
‘make the job of commissioners or strategic leads or senior officers easier’ [A7] and facilitate
more effective and efficient ways of working for all parties. Interviews with representatives from
more established assemblies confirmed that giving statutory bodies a ‘single point of contact’
(through the assembly) that they know is endorsed by the wider sector had facilitated
partnership working. One interviewee reflected that, ‘We are recognised as having a mandate
from the sector to speak on their behalf, which is why | sit on the partnership board’ [B3].

The level of organisation and collaboration that assemblies promoted reportedly helped to
increase their level of influence with statutory bodies. In some cases, connections with key
individuals in statutory organisations had facilitated access and the development of deeper,
strategic relationships. One interviewee described how a partnership with a strategic
representative in the NHS had led to them becoming an ‘internal champion’ as they recognised
the value of the VCSE sector, meaning that the sector was ‘essentially positioned as an equal
partner’ [B4]. Formalised through service level agreements or memorandums of understanding,
these relationships appeared to elevate the VCSE sector’s position with statutory bodies.

The importance of the VCSE sector being represented and involved in relevant strategic level
meetings was a common theme, reciprocated by local authority engagement with assembly
meetings and the establishment of two-way channels of communication and reporting. The
structure and formality that assemblies provided had enabled the VCSE sector to feel more
comfortable and in control of discussions with statutory bodies, and to advance issues of
concern such as sustainability. In our case study site, the emerging assembly recognised the
importance of building these relationships and had engaged senior directors of local authority
services to attend board meetings as observers. This was seen as a positive early step in open
communication and encouraging buy-in from the statutory sector.



Our case study site expressed a need to be able to communicate the impact of the VCSE sector
more confidently and effectively. This was also a common theme amongst our wider interviews.
Building an evidence base was important for some, with one survey respondent highlighting
that this had enabled them to win more funding [C7]. An interviewee also described how, in
their area, the assembly had collected evidence to outline how the VCSE sector’s resilience
could be improved through better commissioning processes, highlighting how assemblies can
support confident articulation of the value of the sector [B4]. Likewise, in another area, a
significant proportion of VCSE sector funding from the local authority was scheduled to be cut
due to budget constraints. The assembly was able to marshal evidence to persuade them
against this course of action, which was seen as a key indicator of the success of the
assembly’s collective work across the sector:

‘We did a big piece of research across all of the partners [...] an impact assessment that
said, “if you do this, this is what will happen to those clients that we’re keeping away from
your door and you will then end up having to spend more money on care packages, etc”. And
that was a big piece of evidence to gather, but it worked and the council [...] didn’t cut that
funding and actually put it out to tender and put in place five-year contracts to continue that
work.’ [B7]

What challenges do VCSE assemblies face and how can these challenges be mitigated?

Alongside clear benefits of the work of VCSE assemblies, our research suggests they encounter
common challenges. These fall under three main themes: relationships and trust, governance
and representation, and flexibility and sustainability. Again, meta-organizations provide a
helpful theoretical lens here, with literature highlighting similar issues, such as instability,
resourcing, and agreement of collective identity (Berkowitz, et al, 2022).

Relationships and trust

A common initial challenge for assemblies highlighted in our data is to overcome reservations
individuals and organisations may have about collaboration and sharing across the sector.
Assembly membership requires a level of trust and openness that can be hindered by fear or a
legacy of negative relationships and experiences. Interviewees described a need for the board
to demonstrate collaborative working, to consciously ‘leave your organisation at the door’ [B4]
and to focus on system change and how to move the sector forward. Building commitment to
collective benefit is crucial to the legitimacy and success of the assembly in terms of being able
to influence and work effectively with statutory bodies. As one interviewee put it, ‘why should
the [new council] take us seriously, because we can’t agree amongst ourselves’ [A4].

One interviewee from a more established assembly advised that starting with a ‘coalition of the
willing’ - a small group of VCSE representatives who are keen and committed to engagement -
had enabled them to achieve successful and meaningful collaboration:

‘I’d just say start small... If you go too big you won’t be able to get the depth of engagement,
the buy in, the hearts and minds. You need to start with a tribe [that] have your back and
really believe in what you’re trying to do. So, start small and then over time include others...
continue to retell your story and find ways of doing it together and creating that shared
experience, don’ttry and do it all. It has to be truly together, it has got to be truly
collaborative.’ [B2]

Others agreed, stating that it was important to have an established core group, stable over
time, where partnerships and relationships have been developed and there is mutual trust. It
was recognised that this took significant time and effort. Funding concerns could be an



unhelpful distraction; as one interviewee put it, ‘You can’t just magic [relationships] up. And the
worst time to do it is when there’s money on the table’ [B5]. Genuine established relationships
served to mitigate the competition for funding and contracts which could otherwise thwart
collaboration.

Governance and representation

A key concern for assemblies is ensuring that they are ‘truly independent’ [B5] from control by
any single organisation. In this area, an assembly was set up because hitherto an LIO played
the role of ‘voice’for the sector as well as being a significant provider of services. It was
described as having undue influence with statutory bodies in terms of shaping funding
contracts and opportunities, a position of perceived unfair advantage which led to tension in
the sector. Similarly, one survey respondent described a situation where ‘the relationships
between [the assembly] and its members are very fragile’ due to the assembly ‘trying to control
the sector’[C32].

In our case study site, it was felt that the LIO was likely the best-placed and only organisation
with the ability to establish the assembly. There were acknowledged risks to the assembly’s
legitimacy in consequence, but members of the board were keen to ensure that the role of the
LIO was clear. They stressed that it would not be leading the assembly, and that the assembly
would become a democratic body once the board was established. The project team from the
LIO understood and echoed the views of the board members:

‘I’'ve been really clear that “[we’re] not going to tell you what to do with this assembly, you’ve
got to make up your own mind about what you want to do with it”. The more we do of that, the
more we’re open, the more we’re not defensive, the more we’re not territorial, the more we
understand that “when you cross this line you don’t talk about your own organisation”, it will
help’[A10].

Interviewees from more established assemblies emphasised the importance of
communication and shared understanding of roles, priorities and purpose. In our case study
assembly, although there was a degree of uncertainty about the role of board members, they
recognised the need to be a ‘true and honest’ voice for the sector, ensuring they listened to and
fairly represented the views of thematic groups in order to be an effective and responsible
‘vehicle of representation to the funders’ [A3].

Survey respondents reported that they had faced challenges in ensuring that statutory bodies
understood the remit of the assembly. They stressed the importance of having a good
independent chair to ensure effective communication of roles and purpose within and outside
of the assembly and to focus on its ambitions. For example, one survey respondent highlighted
that their assembly had struggled when their ‘independent chair didn't really understand the
sector fully and didn't really get to know all members’ leading to ‘apathy from members’[C10].

Representation proved to be a key consideration for assemblies. There was a need to strike a
balance between ensuring that the assembly board and thematic groups were representative
and inclusive of the wider VCSE sector (e.g. giving smaller organisations a voice), whilst being
careful not to overburden members with less individual and organisational capacity. Our data
shows that representation was a challenge, with larger organisations and LIOs sometimes
dominating membership, and some voices remaining unheard. One interviewee reflected that
the board was to some extent still made up of the ‘usual suspects’[A3]. Nonetheless, it was
hoped that thematic sub-groups would enable smaller organisations to engage with issues of
greatest relevance to their work.



Representation was also a challenge in relation to the focus of the assembly’s thematic groups.
In our case study site, there was initially no thematic group with a Black, Asian and Minority
Ethnic (BAME) focus. However, further discussions amongst the board and wider consultation
with representatives from BAME-focused organisations revealed a desire and need for a
specific thematic group, which was then created. There was concern that the legitimacy of the
assembly could be undermined if issues related to representation (which also included
geographical and organisational representation across a diverse county and VCSE sector) were
not satisfactorily resolved at this stage.

Flexibility and sustainability

Whilst it was generally agreed that assemblies required some level of structure in order to be
successful, equally important was the ability to respond and adapt to the ever-changing
conditions and external context in which they operate. Assemblies needed to be flexible to
ensure continuing relevance and usefulness for the sector. Our case study assembly reported
high interest and sign-up to each of the thematic groups, confirming their relevance. But they
were also ready to adapt should the need arise, following learning from other assemblies who
reported that sub-groups changed over time as the need for activity on certain themes evolved.

Interviewees and survey respondents noted that the sustainability of assemblies was a key area
of risk. In our case study area, the assembly was seen as a good opportunity to build greater
capacity, especially for smaller organisations, through sharing resources such as ‘back office’
administration costs. This was felt to be particularly important given the uncertainty around
funding from local authorities in financial difficulty but was clearly dependent on funding and
infrastructure support. Some board members who had been part of a previous assembly in the
area observed that, although positive steps forward were made, the assembly was unable to
continue when funding for administrative support was withdrawn. Some of the work carried on,
but over time ‘relationships have become more and more attenuated’ in the face of challenging
external contexts, and ‘competition and survival have been much more of a feature of the last
ten years’ [A6]. Consequently, interviewees reflected that the new assembly needed to ensure
they were ‘engaging with those who hold the purse strings at the [new council]’ [A4].

5. VCSE assemblies as meta-organizations

This section explores the implications of our findings in terms of extending the evidence base
on alliance building and collective action in the VCSE sector, informed by literature on meta-
organizations. We also outline how our research augments the literature on meta-organization
theory, responding to calls from Berkowitz et al (2022) for application of the theory in voluntary
sector studies, which has, so far, been limited.

Our findings highlight chronic challenges experienced within the VCSE sector linked, for
example, to competition for funding and fragmentation. We show that collective organising via
VCSE assemblies can help to encourage collaboration, build trust and increase the wider
visibility and influence of the sector. Nonetheless, barriers and challenges remain in terms of
developing and maintaining relationships, effective governance and representation, and
sustainability concerns.

Our starting point was the suggestion that meta-organization theory may provide a useful but
under-utilised lens for understanding the processes involved in alliance building in the VCSE
sector. Accordingly, our overarching research question concerns the extent to which VCSE
assemblies can be usefully regarded as meta-organizations, bearing in mind the clear
distinction between meta-organizations as formal entities and looser configurations, such as
networks and clusters (Berkowitz et al, 2022: 2). To recap, meta-organizations are ‘decided



social orders’, with organisations as members, who can choose to join or leave. From our
analysis, VCSE assemblies align closely with the latter two of these defining characteristics, but
less so with the first. VCSE assemblies can be seen as decided in that they invariably have a
name, structure and guiding purpose, identifying the scope and limits of membership and how
decisions are to be made. However, they vary considerably in their formality and structure and
seek a less rule- and sanction-bound mode of operation. The independence of individual VCSE
organisations in a heterogenous sector is often fiercely guarded, and assemblies navigate this
through careful attention to consensus. Assemblies should perhaps then be regarded as
‘partial organizations’ (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2011: 86-88), because key elements of ‘complete’
organizations are absent, such as the obligation of members to follow rules, be subject to
monitoring and face sanctions for non-compliance. They are somewhat in between networks
and meta-organizations: more than networks but typically less than complete meta-
organizations. VCSE assemblies should be seen not as firmly established and fully functioning
accomplishments, but as dynamic and emergent works in progress, as ‘meta-organizations in
the making’ (Saniossian et al, 2022). In the creation of VCSE assembilies, this framing is helpful
in that it emphasises the catalytic role played by ‘leading organisations’ (frequently LIOs in our
research) and a ‘first group’ of actively involved organisations (such as an assembly steering
group) (ibid: 37-38).

According to Berkowitz et al (2022: 4-5), meta-organizations pursue four sets of purposes and
activities, and it is here that VCSE assemblies come closer to a useful characterisation as
meta-organizations. First, they seek to facilitate interactions between members. Assemblies
see this as a primary purpose, aiming to overcome the fragmentation of the sector by
encouraging communication and collaboration between otherwise easily isolated individual
VCSE organisations. Second, they enable joint action towards their environment. Again, thisis a
primary reason for the establishment of assemblies, to facilitate VCSE organisations to work
together to advance a sector interest collectively in a field of other agencies, policies and
resource flows. Third, meta-organizations enable the creation of a high-status collective
identity and/or status ordering among members. The former applies in the case of VCSE
assemblies, where an explicit aim is to boost the profile of the VCSE sector and its contribution.
Finally, some common services or tasks can be undertaken more efficiently and effectively by
meta-organizations, rather than by individual organisations. VCSE assemblies are often tasked
with collective activities, such as sharing information through newsletters and bulletins,
organising networking sessions, representing the VCSE sector and providing training to build
the capacity of members. Some of these activities can be regarded as within the remit of
individual VCSE infrastructure bodies, opening up the possibility of tension and ‘turf war’
between the two. Examples from our analysis demonstrate this, where an emergent assembly
seeks to contain the remit of an LIO, or supersedes it.

Generating greater collective influence of the VCSE sector and mitigating the pressures of
fragmentation and competition, animates much of the work of assemblies. Our findings
demonstrate that the challenges in doing so are considerable and the gains uncertain. It is
slow, prolonged and painstaking work, with fragility arising from limited capacity and waning
energy, divided loyalty in committing to work beyond the mission-centred day job of individual
organisations, and the ever-present possibility of rivalries and surfaced tensions. These
vulnerabilities are integral to the work of meta-organizations, operating through contrasting
logics between meta-organizations and their members: of providing services, representing
members or coordination action (Garaudel, 2025). As a result, VCSE assemblies may be
subject to conflict, inertia or dormancy (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005; Konig et al, 2012; Michel
and Defiebre-Muller, 2025). Despite this, alliance building in the VCSE sector, as seen through
our evidence, offers a widespread and enduring hope for collaborative work to create better



circumstances in which VCSE organisations can operate.

Berkowitz et al (2022) call for further research into the application of meta-organization theory
across different sectors, highlighting the opportunity for ‘rich insights into the diversity of meta-
organizations, and the ways in which this diversity affects meta-organizing dynamics and
processes.’ (ibid, 6). In addressing that call, this paper has provided new evidence and
understanding of the ways in which meta-organization theory may be relevant for and applied in
the VCSE sector. We offer key insight into the motivations and benefits of the establishment of
meta-organizations to advance a collective interest, in this case of the local VCSE sectoras a
whole. However, the strong commitment to respect the independence of individual VCSE
organisations circumscribes the role and approach of the meta-organization, leading to our
conclusion that VCSE assemblies may be best characterised as examples of ‘partial
organization’. Further comparative research might extend this insight by productively examining
meta-organizing efforts across a variety of fields characterised by different values and
commitments, operating assumptions and power asymmetries.

Additionally, the ongoing design and operation of effective VCSE assemblies may be enhanced
by applying key elements and mechanisms central to successful meta-organizations. For
example, meta-organization theory may enable better understanding of common challenges
faced by VCSE assemblies, such as those relating to governance and representation. Informed
by meta-organization theory, such conflicts could be regarded as structural rather than
interpersonal and may provide a helpful framing to avoid or navigate these issues. However,
assessing the performance of meta-organisations is recognised as an inherent challenge
(Berkowitz & Bor, 2018) and therefore further research may be required to evaluate the success
of these approaches.

6. Conclusion

Our study provides new evidence for the voluntary sector, its partners and policymakers on how
inter-organisational alliances operate in the VCSE sector. We address an identified gap in
knowledge and understanding and add to the growing body of evidence on meta-organizational
theory and its applicability in different contexts and sectors. We offer new understanding of
how assemblies can enhance the effectiveness and collective influence of the VCSE sector,
highlighting the impact that VCSE assemblies can have, provided that they are truly
collaborative, sufficiently resourced, independently governed, representative, and adaptable to
changing contexts. Effective assemblies can facilitate meaningful collaboration, increase the
visibility and voice of the sector, enable the development of respectful relationships with
statutory bodies, and elevate the position and influence of the VCSE sector. Considering
ongoing challenges facing local authorities and the VCSE sector, assemblies have clear
potential to support sustainability and effective collaboration and partnerships with statutory
bodies. The findings are particularly pertinent given the context, at the time of writing, of local
government re-organisation in England (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government, 2024), offering insight into some of the pathways taken by VCSE organisations to
organise collectively and shape local statutory policies and practices at a time of significant
upheaval.

Our research indicates that there are several key features which appear to characterise
effective assemblies. Although local authority contexts vary considerably and different areas
have different needs, we suggest the following four key considerations for the establishment,
maintenance and effectiveness of VCSE assemblies:



o First, the purpose of the assembly should be clear and agreed. Assemblies can serve
different purposes and have a range of functions; some are more operational whilst
others are more strategic. Some have a broad focus whilst others have specific areas of
interest (e.g. activity, theme or place-based). Our research highlights that clear
communication of the overall purpose of the assembly is important to maintain the
focus and engagement of its members.

e Second, whilst the overarching purpose of the assembly should be clear, there is a need
for flexibility to maintain its relevance and sustain its momentum over time, enhancing
its legitimacy amongst members and those with whom it seeks to work. Our research
indicates that areas of priority and interest evolve over time and are heavily impacted by
changing external contexts. Hence, there is a need for ongoing evaluation of needs and
interests over time to maintain the relevance and impact of the assembly.

e Third, the assembly should strive to be representative and beyond the control of
individual organisations. Avoiding over-representation of the ‘usual suspects’ (i.e. larger
VCSE organisations) and ensuring meaningful representation is important in the
development of positive and trusting relationships and overcoming tensions and
competition. Representation and independent governance are also key in establishing
and maintaining the legitimacy of the assembly externally and being an effective and
impactful voice for the sector.

o Finally, the assembly should be adequately resourced to enable the development of
meaningful partnerships, ensure long-term sustainability, and be a consistent and
respected voice for the sector. Many of our participants cited examples of how
challenging financial contexts limited the ability of VCSE assemblies to continue their
work, leading to weakened relationships and potential for impact. This highlights the
need for ongoing funding and infrastructure support to maintain assemblies.

Further research into VCSE assemblies or other strategic alliances could attempt to map and
characterise a broader range of contexts and approaches, as well as chart the longer-term
dynamics and impacts of this and other forms of meta-organizing in the VCSE sector. Thereis a
need to further examine the processes and capabilities involved in organising organisations in
the sector, and particularly the circumstances in which relationships can deepen or fall apart. It
is important to acknowledge that building and sustaining meta-organizations is challenging.
This is particularly evident in the VCSE sector, where the pressure to resource and deliver front
line services to meet growing social needs is so great. In such a context, the meta-organizing
work of VCSE assemblies, and other forms of infrastructure, can seem like a luxury. The work of
alliance building, of convening VCSE organisations to pursue a broader collective purpose,
requires considerable investment of time, patience, energy and leadership, and that in itself is
worthy of further academic attention.
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