Talking about time bank sustainability   
Notes from a one hour workshop led by Chris Lee 

at Time Banks UK Annual Gathering  5 May 2006 
The National Council for Voluntary Organisations suggests that sustainability is a journey not a destination. Even the largest and oldest organisations are not guaranteed a future, but we should still aspire to secure our future to work effectively for as long as our services are needed. Nor is sustainability just about having enough money – that is just one element.
Aims of this workshop:

· To define organisational sustainability

· To reflect on what increases the sustainability of an organisation

· To produce some guidance to time banks about working for increased sustainability
1. Defining sustainability 
In pairs, workshop participants discussed the question ‘what does a sustainable organisation look like?’ and then fed back their ideas to the whole group. Points included:
· members leading the organisation

· keeping people interested, involved and active

· creating plans and systems for the long term

· commitment and vision 

· having access to a diverse range of resources (not just money) and making full use of them
· proper accounting and overall financial management

· awareness of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities (taken and missed) and threats

· good publicity

(see www.civicus.org - click on resources & services/ civil society toolkits/ developing a financing strategy for more on financial and organisational sustainability) 
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2. What makes a time bank sustainable? 

In three small groups, workshop participants ranked thirteen suggested characteristics of sustainable organisations in relation to their importance for time banks from the following list:  
1. Passion

2. Professionalism

3. Good leadership and management

4. A clear sense of direction

5. Open to change

6. Good governance

7. Open, democratic and needs-led

8. Enterprising

9. Good teamwork and partnerships
10. A love of learning

11. Appropriate infrastructure

12. Communicate well

13. A long term view of finance
Each small group fed back their ranking to the whole group. The group then compiled the following guidance to time banks wanting to be more sustainable. 

3. Sustainability for time banks – theory into practice 
“Making your time bank more sustainable”
1. Be passionate – if you believe in what you’re doing, so will others. Enthusiasm is infectious – we can motivate others, they can motivate us

2. Give your members the opportunity to be fully involved

3. Have a vision – it helps you to focus your ideas

4. Communicate well – in different ways for different audiences. Start where they are (not where you are)

5. Some money is needed so don’t ignore it!

6. Work with others to spread the ideas/ the passion/ the time banking messages

7. Know where you’re going and take everyone with you
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What makes an organisation sustainable?

Sustainability - having the means to achieve your organisation’s objectives consistently well over time - is, according to the Sustainable Funding Project at NCVO
, a journey not a destination; something to which we aspire. 

The future of even the biggest and most established organisations is never guaranteed. Year on year, we see that size and age do not automatically protect businesses from the vagaries of the economy, and the same applies to the voluntary sector.

The baker’s dozen of characteristics of sustainable organisations below have been observed in organisations which appear to be ‘working well’ when viewed from the inside and the outside. These ingredients in the recipe for sustainability will vary in quantity depending on the age, stage and size of each organisation. Few, if any, will have all attributes in equal measure.

While the list relates to organisational sustainability, including finance, it should not be viewed in isolation from “benefit sustainability”. This means that the benefits of the work would continue to be felt by communities and individuals, even if the project, programme or organisation ceased to exist. 

Sustainable organisations are …

Professional 

They set high standards for service delivery and their dealings with internal and external customers. They get satisfaction from ‘paying attention to detail’ and ‘getting it right’. There are appropriate policies and procedures in place to help make this happen, and for responding when things go wrong. 

Passionate

If necessary, staff members pitch in together, putting in the extra time necessary to get the job done. Their commitment to the common cause that drives the organisation is more important than their particular job descriptions. But they also know this response is unsustainable if it becomes a rule rather than an exception. 

Well-led and well-managed

At all levels, staff are encouraged to take responsibility, and are empowered with the skills and information to make informed decisions. Managers are trained to bring out the best in people. Organisational practices aim to set an example that others will want to follow.

Have a clear sense of direction ... but are flexible

The organisation knows where it’s going, but regularly checks to make sure it’s taking the right route and is still on track. But detours and shortcuts can be taken while keeping the destination in sight. 

Embrace change

Managers regularly think about what changes are needed. They also empower their people to identify and make changes. Great effort is put into testing proposed changes and then implementing them properly.

Well governed

Appropriate governance structures maintain the independence of the organisation from unwanted outside influence. Hard decisions are taken and acted on. The distinction between governance and management is understood and respected, their complementary nature acknowledged.

Open, accountable, democratic and needs-led

The organisation enjoys wide community support and involvement, meeting identified needs consistently well. It does this by soliciting feedback from users, recoding and then acting on information received.

Enterprising

Sustainable organisations recognise that the ability to innovate and a willingness to change are essential for a dynamic organisation to survive and thrive. Environmental awareness is vital, combining the ability to see opportunities as they arise and the flexibility to exploit them. A willingness to do things differently, to experiment and learn when they go wrong, is recognised as an important part of the development process. 

Willing to work as a team and with others
Recognising that achievement often comes from a team effort, they are happy to share their successes and give credit where it’s due. They understand the potential of partnership working and savings to be had from avoiding duplication.

But they also know their limits and are willing to let go when someone else is better placed to take over – they have many other avenues to explore.

Love learning

Personal, professional and organisational development is seen as a sign of strength not weakness, recognising that the world around us is ever-changing and we must change with it. The continual development of paid and unpaid staff is paramount and the training budget is ring-fenced and spent year on year. 

Cont over

Have a ‘fit for purpose’ infrastructure
Administrative and financial structures and systems are appropriate to the size and complexity of the organisation. They create a framework on which to hang a long term action-oriented strategy for the organisation, which is reviewed regularly.  
Communicate well
Not only do sustainable organisations do good work, but can communicate it – internally and externally - demonstrating effectiveness and impact. Their communications create the positive public image that generates support from staff, volunteers, individual and organisational donors.

Take a long term view of finance

Sustainable organisations understand that investment now may be necessary for medium/long term benefit. They have a cocktail of funding from a variety of sources, reducing dependence on any one. They are aware of the financial implications of pursuing different options, but are not afraid to take a calculated risk if doing things differently may mean doing them better. 

Chris Lee, March 2006
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� See also “What makes an organisation sustainable?” notes (below)  
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