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Right support, right time: Insights from across the sector  
 

Executive summary 

At Cranfield Trust, learning and leading are core to who we are. We believe our 
strategy must be shaped by listening closely to the organisations we serve and the 
staff, volunteers and supporters who enable our work. In March 2026, we undertook 
research to better understand how the needs of charities and not-for-profit 
organisations are evolving, and where we and other infrastructure organisations like 
us can have the greatest impact in the years ahead.  

Examining and comparing separate feedback from charities, funders, our volunteers 
and our own staff, this report identifies key themes in respondents’ perceptions and 
reflects on what these mean for the future of sector support. 

What we heard is clear: charities are facing sustained and compounding pressure. 
Financial uncertainty remains the most pressing concern, but it does not sit in 
isolation; organisations face a balanced set of other challenges, including succession 
planning, strategy and planning, leadership wellbeing and governance. 

There are also important differences and some conflicting perspectives in how 
support needs are understood across each of the stakeholder groups. This report 
aims to surface these differences so we and others can better plan our responses for 
greatest impact.  

Even in an era of abundant information provided by AI and other technology, 
relational, human-led support remains highly valued, offering trusted judgement and 
connection that self-guided approaches often cannot match. Charities place 
significant value on in-depth support such as consultancy and mentoring, but also 
want this complemented by shorter, targeted interventions. Across all formats, there 
is a clear emphasis on support that creates space for reflection, connection and 
practical action. 

For us, responding effectively requires clearer pathways to the right support at the 
right time, better alignment between support type and organisational need, ensuring 
we make the best possible use of our skilled volunteers, and confronting the 
challenge of expanding access without compromising quality or sustainability. 

1. Key findings 

1. Financial pressure dominates — but it isn’t the whole story 
Across all groups, income generation and fundraising is the most frequently 
ranked challenge, but stakeholders also identify a range of other pressures. 
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2. Leadership wellbeing and succession are consistent risks 
Charities frequently identify succession planning and leadership capacity and 
wellbeing among their top challenges. Funders elevate leadership wellbeing 
particularly strongly.  

3. Governance and leadership development are priorities but perceived as 
underserved 
Stakeholders repeatedly point to governance and leadership development as 
important for resilience. Analysis suggests this area is underserved and more 
support is needed.  

4. Human judgement and connection are central to what works 
Qualitative feedback consistently values tailored, relational support which 
offers a trusted external perspective and space to think. Our mentoring and 
one-to-one consultancy support is described as high impact.   

5. Charities don’t want a single support solution 
Charities are signalling a clear preference for choice in support: the right 
support, at the right time through a mix of in-depth and lighter touch help. 

6. Our skilled volunteers want to give even more 
Many of our volunteers said they were keen to explore opportunities to 
contribute in additional ways to our work beyond their assignments.  

7. Free support is seen as important for charities 
Charities prioritise free access to essential management support, while other 
stakeholders emphasise quality, impact and sustainability pointing to the need 
for stronger infrastructure funding. 

2. Methodology and scope  

Cranfield Trust was delighted to be a winner of nfpResearch’s Small Charity Research 
Award. Through this award, nfpResearch worked with the Trust to support the design 
and delivery of stakeholder research to inform the development of our next strategy. 
The survey questions were designed in partnership and nfpResearch also conducted 
the data analysis presented in this report. 

Research objectives were to: understand how charity and not-for-profit needs are 
evolving; identify where organisations like Cranfield Trust can have the greatest 
impact; clarify priorities for future focus and resource, and ensure plans align with the 
wider sector landscape.  

Method: an online survey fielded from 12–30 March 2026 across four stakeholder 
groups.  Responses received: 209 charities and not-for-profit organisations, 37 
funders, 105 volunteers, and 17 staff/associates.   

This research is primarily intended to inform Cranfield Trust’s future priorities, and 
while some areas of focus relate specifically to the impact of our services, we believe 
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the findings offer valuable insight for the wider sector. Where findings are specific to 
Cranfield Trust’s work, this is clearly indicated. 

Respondents were not required to answer every question, so bases vary across 
charts and findings. 

3. Support priorities 

Charities’ most pressing challenges  

All four stakeholder groups were asked to select up to three of the most pressing 
management and leadership challenges facing charities. Income generation and 
fundraising was seen as the most pressing challenge across the four stakeholder 
groups. Two thirds of funders, charity respondents and Cranfield Trust volunteers 
identified it as a top challenge and it was even higher among our staff/associates. 

Through their work directly with charities, volunteers most often identify strategy and 
long-term planning, and governance and board effectiveness as the most frequently 
selected challenges after fundraising and income generation. 

For funders, leadership capacity and wellbeing is most often identified alongside 
fundraising as a key challenge, followed by strategy and long-term planning and 
financial management and cashflow. 

These priorities closely echo our Journey to Excellence evidence [Five Years of 
Impact and Insight: Cranfield Trust’s Journey to Excellence Report] confirming that 
persistent vulnerabilities in income strategy sit alongside gaps in strategic planning, 
succession planning and digital capability. 

 

https://www.cranfieldtrust.org/articles/new-report-reveals-highs-and-lows-of-uk-charity-management-over-the-last-five-years
https://www.cranfieldtrust.org/articles/new-report-reveals-highs-and-lows-of-uk-charity-management-over-the-last-five-years
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Future training and development needs  

When asked to select the top three most pressing training and development needs, 
responses broadly mirrored the challenges identified, with financial sustainability and 
income generation selected most frequently across all four stakeholder groups. 

After income generation, charities and funders most often select organisational 
resilience and risk management and digital capability and systems among their key 
training priorities. 

For Cranfield Trust volunteers, strategy and planning is the next most frequently 
identified pressing training need. 

 

 

"Free, high quality training is so valuable when training budgets are being squeezed - I 
often end up paying for training myself rather than asking for it out of an organisational 
pot." — Charity respondent 

Preferred methods of support  

One-to-one consultancy was perceived as a high impact service across all four 
stakeholder groups and featured in the top three methods to support and develop 
charities and not-for-profit organisations in the future. It is perceived as "incredibly 
valuable“ and "transformative“ by charities. The sustained, relationship-based 
engagement rather than a one-off interaction is particularly valued. 

Cranfield Trust staff see that charities need support that builds capability not just 
quick fixes and they view tailored support as important. 
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Charity respondents stated a preference for a mix of support, both short and 
practical training, alongside more in-depth services. The desire for short, practical 
training perhaps indicates time-poor charity leaders needing support that fits into 
their busy and demanding roles. 

“Cranfield Trust seems to be able to listen well and support charities to find solutions in 
a timescale that makes a difference for the client. This is gold dust!” Funder 
respondent 

Support for isolated charity leaders featured highly, especially through mentoring and 
peer to peer support.  Some of the charity leaders who responded shared that having 
a trusted person to think alongside gave them the confidence to lead more 
effectively. 

Mentoring was one of the three most frequently identified areas for future support, 
highlighted by funders, volunteers and charities alike. This reinforces the view that the 
resilience of individual charity leaders is closely linked to overall organisational 
strength. Where leaders feel isolated or under pressure, it can significantly impact 
their ability to lead and operate effectively. 

In their responses, funders emphasised the importance of supporting leadership 
capacity and wellbeing. This may reflect their broader perspective, which gives 
visibility of the pressures leaders are under, and of the critical role that strong 
leadership plays in delivering impact. 

 

 “The one-to-one support and opportunity for charity leaders to think things through 
with a trusted third party — a blend of informed and skilled coaching, counselling and 
mentoring and directive expert advice on specific specialist areas of delivery or back 
office ops." — Funder and Supporter respondent 
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The value of pro bono specialist support 

From the responses received, there is no doubt in the perceived value Cranfield 
Trust’s pro bono services have for charities, providing access to often unaffordable 
expertise. The external, independent perspective is highlighted across stakeholders 
as "fresh eyes“ or "a critical friend“ by charity respondents, or as helping to “challenge 
assumptions” by volunteers. Funders value the fact that support is independent from 
internal pressures, giving leaders the freedom to be honest about their challenges. 

4. Stakeholder deep dives 

In this section, we explore where perspectives align and differ across four stakeholder 
groups. Charities, funders, volunteers and Cranfield Trust staff and associates each 
bring a distinct perspective on the sector’s challenges and support needs. By setting 
out both the similarities and the differences in their views, we aim to strengthen 
shared understanding and help ensure that support is designed and developed in 
ways that meet charities’ needs. 

Overview of stakeholder agreement 

Across all four stakeholder groups, there is strong alignment on the core challenges 
facing charities, with income generation being identified as the most pressing issue. 
Building on this, all stakeholders also agreed on the type of support they believe 
makes the greatest difference with all stakeholder groups more frequently selecting 
the importance of practical, relational, expert help over more generic resources or 
one‑off advice. There also appears to be consensus that tailored consultancy and 
mentoring are central to strengthening leadership, improving organisational resilience 
and in helping charities navigate both immediate pressures and longer term change.  

In an environment where information and tools are increasingly accessible, all 
stakeholders highlight that what charities value most is human-led, relational support 
that helps them interpret challenges, make decisions and act. There is a clear 
preference for tailored support that combines expert judgement, connection and 
practical application, alongside shorter, targeted interventions.  

Key differences in perspectives 

After fundraising, stakeholders emphasise different top pressures 
All stakeholders rank income generation most frequently as a top challenge. Charities 
then most frequently selected succession planning (25%) and leadership capacity 
and wellbeing (24%) among their top challenges, while funders more frequently 
identified leadership capacity and wellbeing (46% of funders vs 24% of charities).  
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This suggests funders place a stronger greater emphasis on leadership strain and 
continuity risk, whereas charities are balanced in their view of next challenges rating 
leadership more evenly alongside other issues.   

Staff and associates reinforce this overall picture, with income generation cited most 
strongly and a notable emphasis on managing change/growth and strategy, 
alongside governance and financial management. 

Charities signal demand for a broader mix of support; funders lean more 
towards in-depth help 

Looking ahead, charities indicate a portfolio of support types they want more of, 
including short, practical training (47%), one-to-one consultancy (43%), mentoring 
(41%), and access to trusted online resources (40%). Funders, by contrast, most 
frequently prioritise one-to-one consultancy (57%) and mentoring (57%), implying a 
stronger tilt towards relationship-based, intensive support. Our volunteers, staff and 
associates also reinforce the value placed on tailored, human-led support. 

“The mentoring and consultancy programmes have an enormous impact.  I think this is 
because they are unique and tailored to individual needs, driven by the mentee 
organisation.” Funder respondent 

 
Access versus sustainability sits at the centre of differing priorities 
When asked what should matter most in shaping the future, charities most frequently 
select support remaining free at the point of access (63%), reflecting the continued 
financial constraints facing charities and not-for-profit organisations.  Funders, by 
contrast, place relatively greater emphasis on quality and depth of support (40%) 
and measurable, meaningful impact (40%). It is important to note that this question 
related specifically to Cranfield Trust’s services. Given Cranfield Trust’s long-
standing pro bono model, responses may reflect expectations shaped by that 
context, and the findings may not transfer directly to all infrastructure organisations 
with different delivery or funding models. 

A strong sector voice on what works 

Our volunteers, when compared with other stakeholder groups, were especially keen 
for Cranfield Trust to become a knowledge hub sharing what practically works in 
relation to small charity leadership and management. They told us the Trust could use 
the accumulated evidence from extensive charity engagements to inform and 
influence the wider ecosystem. This perspective reflects their close involvement with 
charities and direct exposure to what works in practice. It is also encouraging that our 
volunteers show a strong appetite to contribute more beyond their current 
engagement. 
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5. Looking to the future: what needs to change  

The research points to a clear agenda for the support ecosystem: make support 
easier to access and better matched to need. Protect the human interpretation and 
interaction, and invest in charity infrastructure so that access does not come at the 
expense of quality or sustainability.  

Design for time-poor leaders with connection built in 
Support should be low burden to access and deliberately relational, reflecting the 
value placed on trusted space, external perspective and peer connection.  

Make ‘right support, right time’ the default through clearer pathways  
Charities want a flexible mix of support types, so navigating support should be easier, 
faster and more targeted to the issue at hand. Technology can help with this part of 
the problem. 

Protect the human connection in an AI world 
Even with abundant information, stakeholders emphasise the value of human-led 
support that provides judgement, challenge, encouragement and connection.  

Evolve pro bono so it keeps pace with changing needs and volunteering trends 
The evidence points to demand for both in-depth support and scalable, lighter touch 
interventions; pro bono models should continue to adapt in response.  

Develop shared learning that travels beyond individual projects 
Stakeholders identify an opportunity to capture and share accumulated knowledge 
on what works, building a stronger, more accessible evidence base for the sector.  

Widening access requires sustained investment 
Charities prioritise free access as the most important factor in future support, other 
stakeholder groups place greater emphasis on quality, impact and sustainability. 
These can be reconciled, but only with committed, creative and sustained 
investment. 

Create light touch spaces for leaders to come together 
Support that enables leaders to connect, learn from peers and feel less isolated can 
strengthen resilience without requiring heavy time commitments.  

6. What’s next for us at Cranfield Trust 

It is clear how valued our work is by the organisations we support and the funders and 
volunteers who enable our impact. At the same time, the scale of the challenge facing 
the charity sector and the evolving complexity of support needs is unmistakable.  
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Cranfield Trust is deeply committed to listening to our stakeholders, particularly the 
charities and leaders we work alongside, and using this insight to shape our 
contribution so it responds to what organisations need most. We are proud of the 
expertise and generosity of our volunteer community, and grateful to our funders 
whose commitment makes this highly valued support possible. 

Cranfield Trust plays a distinctive role in providing generalist, pro bono management 
support to charities. Yet we recognise that no single organisation can meet the full 
range of support needs facing the sector. We hope this briefing is useful beyond 
Cranfield Trust, helping other support organisations reflect, adapt and prioritise their 
responses. We are committed to collaborating with partners across the sector to 
address these shared challenges. 

We will use these findings, alongside other insight and input from our Board, 
colleagues, funders, supporters and volunteer community, to shape our next strategy 
and inform how we evolve our services so that support remains relevant, accessible 
and sustainable in the years ahead. 

We are incredibly grateful to the funders, charities, volunteers, and staff who 
took the time to share their views through our recent surveys. We would also 
like to thank nfpResearch for its pro bono support and for sharing its expertise 
in running and analysing Cranfield Trust’s research. 


