
This report is based on Rose Rickford’s PhD research into the ways
that grassroots community organisations responded to need in their
communities during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in
England and Wales. 

Rose interviewed 35 organisers, workers, and group members from 35
community organisations, and also recorded eleven hours of online
committee meetings from three community organisations. Based on
this information, she analysed the activities of these organisations
during March-July 2020, including how they assessed need in their
communities, how they responded to that need, and how their work
related to the work of the public sector. 

By comparing different community organisations to one another, as
well as to parts of the public sector response to the pandemic, Rose
developed a theory of what mechanisms within organisations help
them to respond well to people’s real, diverse and changing needs,
and what the barriers are to enabling organisations to meet need
effectively. 
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Grassroots community organisations during the early pandemic

This research is based on the activities of grassroots community organisations during the first
COVID-19 lockdown in England and Wales. It has been widely reported that, when the public
became aware of the threat of COVID-19 in the UK, there was an “upsurge” [i] in community activity
focused on meeting people’s immediate needs [ii]. Many have acknowledged that the work people
in communities did to support one another was paramount in enabling lockdown, and large
numbers would not have had their needs met during the early weeks of the first UK COVID-19 wave
without community support.[iii] 

Overwhelmingly, community initiatives were quicker to respond to the fast-changing
circumstances of the early-pandemic than state institutions or the professionalised voluntary
sector.[iv] Many new, informal neighbourhood groups set themselves up and began offering
support to shielding and self-isolating people before the lockdown was announced.[v] Many pre-
existing community organisations also contributed to the effort by changing their focus in response
to COVID-19.[vi]



This report looks at how grassroots community organisations worked and what made many of
them so effective at meeting people’s needs. It considers the barriers that made meeting
need more difficult, and whether the wellbeing of those who worked within community
organisations was supported.

The research supports the conclusion that a minimisation of hierarchy in strategic
decision-making, plus trusting frontline workers to use their judgment in their day-to-day
work, are useful mechanisms for enabling organisations to meet need. 

However, the research also found that a lack of resource, and/or funding models that divert
organisations towards priorities that do not reflect community need, create roadblocks that
prevent or disrupt organisational ability to respond effectively to need. Communities with
lower access to resources are therefore likely to be disadvantaged in their ability to respond to
need. In addition, much grassroots community activity during the pandemic relied on unpaid
labour, which was disproportionately done by women. 

For the relational response process to work effectively to enable response to real need, without
reinforcing existing social inequities, it must therefore be appropriately resourced in ways that
offer organisations (and their workers) the freedom to act according to their ever-developing
knowledge of diverse and changing needs. For this reason, the thesis concludes by arguing for
flexible, generous grant-funding for grassroots community organisations. 
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How did community
organisations work to meet need? 

In the fast-changing context of the
pandemic, meeting people’s needs required
acting quickly and in ways that met the
specific needs of different people at
different times. To do this well, organisations
had to learn from people and communities
about what was needed and respond with
agility to that learning. 

Of the grassroots community organisations
studied for this research, those that were
effective at meeting need (which was the
majority) did this by developing
relationships with people who needed
support. Those who were working for these
community organisations (whether on a
paid or unpaid basis)[vii] would spend time
getting to know local people personally and
finding out what they needed. 

The relational response process
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In many cases, this was done by initially offering one type of support (e.g. shopping delivery or
telephone befriending). Through providing that support, workers could get to know the person
being supported. Through this relationship, the worker could find out more about the person’s
other needs, or ways their needs were changing over time, and respond accordingly. The
organisation could also use this learning to make decisions about what further services or
activities to offer more broadly. 

This relational response process involved meeting needs in a way that fostered relationships,
using those relationships to learn about need, making decisions about what to do based on that
learning, and then taking new action to meet the new information about needs. As such, a
cyclical process emerged in which meeting need became a way of identifying further need, and
organisations were able to adapt their activities to meet real, changing and specific needs. 

How did organisations enable the relational response process?

In order to respond quickly and effectively to need in the context of the pandemic, it was
necessary for decision-makers within organisations to have a good understanding of specific
and changing need. Organisations therefore needed effective mechanisms through which the
knowledge gained by the workers who formed relationships with people in need of support could
be used to influence decision making within the organisation. This research suggests that having
few, if any, layers of management between decision-makers and those workers allowed
community organisations to easily share information internally and make informed decisions. 

In some cases, the people doing the work ‘on the ground’ were the same people making
decisions about what work would be done and how. Small associations or informal mutual aid
groups, run on an unpaid basis, worked in this way. In these organisations, the same group of
people did the support work and ran the organisation. It was therefore very easy for their
knowledge gained through supporting people to influence decision making about organisational
and priorities. However, some more formal organisations with boards of trustees or directors
were also able to learn from the support workers. Close and reciprocal working relationships
between trustees, paid workers and unpaid workers enabled well-informed decision-making in
small charities and social enterprises, which allowed them to identify and respond to changing
need.

In addition to minimisation of hierarchy in strategic decision-making, another mechanism that
aided the relational response process was when organisations trusted the day-to-day
judgement of their workers. Decision-making to help meet need sometimes happens at a
strategic or management level, but often happens in the moment, when a worker is interacting
directly with a person who needs support. 

Such decisions involve matters such as how specifically that person can be best supported, and
what to do to meet their needs. Grassroots community organisations that met need effectively
during the pandemic tended to allow workers to adapt their approach according to the needs of
the person in front of them, rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all model in which workers were
not free to adapt according to need. 
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A striking example of this was in the contrast between the
way that some grassroots community organisations
distributed food support compared to the UK government’s
food parcel scheme. Several organisations in this study
criticised the scheme because they felt it was poorly
targeted and did not engage with individual need
appropriately. Standardised food parcels were delivered to
people that the government considered to be clinically
vulnerable to Covid-19. The parcels were delivered by
delivery drivers, whose role did not involve engaging with
people about their needs or adapting the support to meet
specific needs. 

Grassroots community organisations reported that people
in their communities were receiving food that they could
not or would not eat, and that many people were receiving
the boxes who did not need them, while other households
needed support but were not eligible. 

In contrast, workers in grassroots community organisations
had the freedom to adjust support according to their
developing knowledge of local people. This allowed them to
provide appropriate food support (e.g. meals on wheels for
those who could not cook; food parcels that met dietary
and cultural requirements), and also to target resources at
those who needed them, rather than following top-down
eligibility policies. 

As a result, grassroots community organisations played a
role of redistributing the unwanted food from government
food parcels to those who actually needed it. 

Minimisation of hierarchy in strategic decision-making, plus
trusting ‘frontline’ workers to make day-to-day decisions
using the learning they gained through relationships with
those who needed support,  helped many grassroots
community organisations to respond fast and accurately to
need through the relational response process. 

For us as a small organisation,
you know, I would contact our
chair of trustees and say, ‘Look,
we need to adapt this, we need to
do this, is it okay if we do this?’
And we'd have a discussion, and
then we’d just go with it. Janet,
manager, Hilltown Community
Centre. 

We are masters of our own
destiny. It’s as simple as that. We
choose what we do. We have not
got massive hierarchies that say
you have got to do this and got
to do that, or you can’t change... It
works because we’re not
constrained… Local organisations
can see a need on the ground
and say, “let’s do it”.  
Karen, trustee, Woodhouse
Community Transport

Obviously when corona came we
were kind of like, right so we've
got to suspend [our
activities]...but what was actually
happening was as we were
sending the emails out to the
volunteers to say, ‘Look, guys, we
need to suspend this, you know,
and we'll be in touch as soon as
we can’, was that a lot of them
are coming back and saying,
‘well, the people that we were
visiting are vulnerable people,
and they will be lonely’..

And so they were saying ‘we want
to carry on doing something’. So,
we were like, ‘okay, great’... All it
needs is two of us to have a
conversation, [manager] to have
a conversation with the trustees
who are great, and then we are
go. 
Hannah, organiser, Get Active
Together. 
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A key piece of learning from this is that when workers
have the opportunity to develop relationships with
service users, they can learn more about their needs.
In turn, when the expertise of those workers is valued
within the organisation, the organisation can make
day-to-day and overall strategic decisions on the
basis of real need, and therefore is better able to meet
that need.



Funding the relational response
process

In order to respond effectively to people’s real
and changing needs, grassroots community
organisations had to adapt their work
according to their ongoing learning about
people in their communities. This was
sometimes made difficult by their funding
arrangements. For some organisations, there
was a problem of simply not having enough
money. This was a particularly stark issue for
two organisations in this study, both of which
were small community groups without paid
workers, run by and for refugees. In both cases,
the organisers of these groups had strong
relationships with local refugees and were able
to identify unmet need, such as need for food
support and companionship. 

Meanwhile, organisations that were funded
through commissioning of services also
reported that this constrained their activities in
ways that meant they were less able to
respond to need as it emerged.

There was a large lump of funding
available from probation, and we
seemed to fit the bill... but I was really
afraid we would become a probation
centre... It is so easy to chase money,
and we all need money, but I think it’s
really important to retain our values
and our ethos. It’s too easy for us not to
be what we are...We’re not chasing
targets. 
Yana, manager, Manon Women’s
Centre. 

We find that we get a lot of referrals [to
our counselling service] from those who
are funded within the city to deal with
people from various cultural
backgrounds, but unable to do so. So,
they're referring to us who again, do not
get any funding because... we don't fall
in the remit of what [LA] is supposed to
be doing. 
Hazel, manager, Black Families
Project.
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This had already been a problem before the pandemic. Some organisations reported that the
funding available through commissioning processes was for services and activities that were not
well suited to meeting the needs of their communities or service users. This meant they had to
choose between accepting funding or prioritising the real needs of local people. Because
commissioning involves a top-down process of decision-making about what an organisation
should do, it makes sense that it would disrupt a process that involves making decisions
according to what is learned through relationships with local people. Of the organisations
included in this study, this was a particularly acute problem for those run by and for women
and/or racialised people. These organisations reported that they were forced to choose between
bidding for commissioning contracts for services that they knew did not meet the needs of their
service-users well, or self-excluding from commissioning processes and therefore being
inadequately funded.

A third way that funding arrangements disrupted the relational response process was when
organisations relied upon income from selling services. This study included several organisations
that ran creative or recreational activities for members, such as choirs, dance groups and craft
groups, which moved their sessions online during lockdown. Where these organisations relied
upon income from attendance fees, they were limited to running only those activities that could
attract enough paying members. In contrast, organisations that ran services that were free at
the point of access were able to make decisions according to level of need of those who
attended, rather than to number of attendees with ability to pay. This meant that they could offer
support to people who needed it without concern for whether those people were able to cover
the costs of running the service.



What about the needs of the workers themselves?

People involved in supporting others through grassroots community organisations generally
reported that they gained a lot of satisfaction from doing this, and that they found the
development of caring relationships rewarding. This was enabled by having an opportunity to
get to know people and respond to specific needs, and witness firsthand how their help made a
difference. However, in some cases workers (including those who were unpaid) reported feeling
tired and burnt out from their work supporting others. 

The majority of people involved in grassroots unpaid work during lockdown were women[ix],
which is a replication of a wider reality that women do the bulk of unpaid and low paid care work.
In addition, some of the unpaid work done by grassroots community organisations during
lockdowns was performed by people who were in receipt of the government furlough scheme.
These people were receiving financial support and found they had some time to spare. Outside
of lockdown circumstances, they would have been at work and therefore had much less time
and energy available to respond to need in their communities, because doing so on top of a paid
job would require a high level of overall work.

This is all indicative of a more general dynamic of care encounters [x], which is that care often
necessarily involves an uneven flow of resources and energy from one person to another, and
these encounters involve labour that can be depleting for those who give care. Providing care to
those who need it is generally not something that can be fully reciprocated within any given
caring relationship, however rewarding it might be for the carer. This means that people who do
the work of meeting the needs of others are at risk of not having their own needs met, particularly
when the work of caring for others is done on an unpaid or low-paid basis, which of course it
often is. As there is a gendered distribution of care labour, this is of particular importance for
organising care in a way that supports equity for women.

Some proponents of community-organised care, such as those who promote Asset Based
Community Development [xi] or Mutual Aid [xii], advocate for meeting community needs by
making use of energy and resources within communities. However, inequality between different
communities, and the more general gendered distribution of care labour, mean that models of
community care that do not consider how to redistribute resources and meet the needs of those
who do caring work may lead to further entrenched inequities. To help counter this, it is useful to
draw upon a principle developed by Eva Kittay in her work on feminist care ethics – the principle
of doulia.

To each according to his or her need for care, from each according to his or her 
capacity for care, and such support from social institutions as to make available

 resources and opportunities to those providing care, so that all will be adequately 
attended in relations that are sustaining. [xiii]

Based on this principle, there is a public responsibility to ensure that adequate resources and
opportunities are provided for those who do the work of caring for others. Although organising
care through communities can allow people’s specific and changing needs to be met effectively,
it cannot be a reliable route to a flourishing population unless this work of need-meeting is
properly resourced.
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Take-home points

This research found that grassroots community organisations were effective at meeting need
in their communities during the COVID-19 pandemic when they identified need accurately
and responded appropriately.

This was made possible when support was given in a way that fostered relationships between
workers and service users. Through these relationships, workers learned more about the
specific and changing needs of those they were supporting.

In turn, organisations allowed this learning to influence their decision-making. They did this by
minimising hierarchical decision-making structures, and by trusting the day-to-day
judgement of ‘frontline’ workers.

This approach created the conditions for a relational response process to emerge, in which
responding to need became an opportunity for learning about further need, and that learning
was used in decision-making about further responses.

Funding arrangements were an important factor that influenced organisations’ ability to
enact the relational response process.

Commissioning, by definition, involves a top-down approach to identification of need. This
was in some cases an obstacle to organisations’ ability to meet need effectively, because
priorities of commissioners were not always well aligned with the real needs of
communities.

When organisations charged service-users for their activities, this sometimes meant that
decisions were made on the basis of income generation rather than on the basis of
community need.

When organisations did not have enough money full stop, this prevented them from
responding to need effectively.

When grassroots community support is inadequately resourced, a reliance on grassroots
community organisations to meet need could further entrench reliance on inequitable
gendered distribution of unpaid or underpaid care labour.

When an organisation enables its workers to develop caring relationships with those they are
supporting, and values the knowledge gained through these relationships, the organisation
creates the circumstances for responding effectively to changing and diverse needs. When this
is well resourced, workers and organisations can act in ways that help to meet the real needs of
their communities.

You can request a copy of Rose’s full thesis at https://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/34100/.

You can watch a short presentation given by Rose at the British Sociological Association
Annual Conference 2024 here: https://youtu.be/oox68uGZPUk 
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