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Our visiOn
Clinks’ vision is of a vibrant and independent 
Voluntary and Community Sector working with 
informed and engaged communities to enable the 
rehabilitation of offenders for the benefit of society.

Our missiOn
Clinks supports, represents and campaigns for the 
Voluntary and Community Sector working with 
offenders. Clinks aims to ensure the Sector and 
all those with whom they work, are informed and 
engaged in order to transform the lives of offenders.

Researched and written by M & E Consulting.

Published by Clinks © 2013. All rights reserved. 

Clinks is a registered charity no. 1074546 and a company limited by 
guarantee, registered in England and Wales no. 3562176.
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intrOductiOn

 If you want to find out what’s going on 
in that world, you talk to Clinks. they keep 
us informed about what is going on in that 
world because they are closer to it than we 
are and closer to their membership. 

Clinks is the membership body that supports, 
represents and promotes the Voluntary, Community 
and Social Enterprise Sector working in criminal justice.

The overall picture from the impact assessment 
was overwhelmingly positive, Clinks is clearly held 
in high regard, well respected and trusted by their 
stakeholders. 93% of those who responded to 
the online surveys or who were interviewed felt 
that Clinks enables the Sector to have a stronger 
voice, 85% felt that Clinks had helped them to 
develop their personal networks and contacts in 
the Sector and 90% said that Clinks helps them 
to keep abreast of issues affecting them.

clinks’ impact 
This impact assessment has shown that 
Clinks is having a significant impact 
across three of the key impact areas: 

• Strong organisations 

• A dynamic Sector 

• Supportive external agencies. 

Clinks is clearly playing a vital role in helping to 
strengthen VCSE organisations in the Criminal Justice 
System by enabling them to work more effectively 
and become more sustainable. In particular, Clinks 
enables organisations in the Sector to keep up-
to-date with issues and respond to opportunities 
as well as to network with other organisations. 

eXeCUtIVe SUmmARY

 my understanding of issues like the 
threats and opportunities posed by current 
government policy would not be the same 
without the briefings, networking opportunities, 
and sensible leadership shown by Clinks. 

Clinks is also contributing to a more dynamic Sector 
by enabling it to have a stronger voice, develop and 
shape its thinking and become more unified. The 
importance of Clinks’ role in representing the views 
and experiences of VCSE organisations and advocating 
for the Sector emerged particularly strongly. 

 Clinks’ responses to things like 
transforming Rehabilitation are really useful 
because they are able to source and collate 
what the feeling is out there into something 
which adds a bit more kudos and power 
when it’s fed back as a single voice. 

 the smaller organisations need Clinks 
to speak with integrity on their behalf, 
particularly now the Sector is finding its voice 
is being constrained in terms of core funding 
or having to work with corporate partners. 

93%  
THOUGHT 
CLINKS ENABLED 
THE SECTOR 
TO HAVE A 
STRONGER VOICE

85%  
FELT CLINKS 
HAD ENABLED 
THEM TO 
DEVELOP THEIR 
NETWORKS AND 
CONTACTS IN 
THE SECTOR

90%  
SAID CLINKS 
HELPED THEM TO 
KEEP ABREAST 
OF ISSUES 
AFFECTING THEM
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Finally, Clinks is enabling commissioners, funders, 
policy-makers and private sector agencies to 
work more collaboratively with the VCSE Sector. 
It does this by helping them to better appreciate 
the diversity of the Sector and the issues it 
faces as well as to consult and communicate 
more effectively with VCSE organisations.

 Clinks have been a very useful sounding 
board both in terms of their knowledge 
of the voluntary sector but also their 
own expertise in criminal justice. 

clinks’ services 
Generally, the majority of stakeholders feel that 
Clinks is providing the range of services and 
activities that they want and need, and that 
Clinks should continue to provide more of the 
same. The overarching theme in much of their 
feedback was the need for Clinks to equip the 
Sector for the changes ahead. Their suggestions 
for development suggest that Clinks’ services need 
fine-tuning rather than fundamental change. 

in particular, they suggested that 
clinks should consider: 

• Reviewing its training programme in terms of 
the range of topics covered, the methods used 
and the locations in which training is delivered 

• Diversify the ways in which it shares 
information with its stakeholders (e.g. by 
using social media and new technologies) 

• Providing more networking opportunities and 
more support for VCSE organisations, particularly 
in preparing for the changes facing the Sector 

• Developing more regional activities 

• Carrying out lobbying on specific topics 
such as the impact of PbR on the Sector, 
security clearance for staff and volunteers 

• Providing a co-ordinating and support role for 
VCSE organisations wishing to tender for contracts 

• Developing quality standards for VCSE 
organisations in the Sector. 

as an organisation, clinks should also consider: 

• Strengthening its relationships with 
other infrastructure organisations 

• Improving the way it promotes itself and the role 
of infrastructure organisations more generally. 

maximising and 
sustaining its impact 
Clinks’ effectiveness in meeting its stakeholders’ 
needs enables it to have considerable impact. In 
order for it to maximise and sustain this impact, 
it is important to highlight the factors that 
contribute to Clinks’ impact, in particular: 

• The trust and respect Clinks has 
established amongst its stakeholders 

• The relevance and accessibility 
of the services it provides 

• The reputation of its staff. 

It is also important for Clinks to take account 
of various factors which may limit its ability to 
have a greater impact. In particular, stakeholders 
highlighted the challenge for Clinks of representing 
and consulting effectively with its large and diverse 
membership as well as the risk that its ability to lobby 
and campaign may be weakened by the substantial 
funding it currently receives from government. 

in order to maximise and sustain its 
impact, clinks should therefore focus 
on preserving what it does best: 

• Maintaining a wide and diverse membership base 

• Representing its members through 
effective consultation 

• Providing high-quality, relevant 
and accessible services 

• Sustaining the culture and reputation 
of the organisation through investing in 
its staff and succession-planning 

• Maintaining and demonstrating its neutrality 
and independence in all its work. 
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cOnclusiOn 
This impact assessment was set within the context 
of the significant changes taking place across the 
VCSE Sector and, in particular, within the Criminal 
Justice System. Infrastructure organisations such 
as Clinks have a vital role to play in enabling 
VCSE organisations to cope with these changes 
and take advantage of new opportunities. 

Our assessment showed that Clinks is having a 
significant impact in the Sector and is fulfilling a 
vital role in supporting VCSE organisations working 
in the CJS. It is therefore well-placed to continue 
helping the Sector respond to the challenges it 
faces. In the words of one of its stakeholders: 

 Clinks is a top-class infrastructure 
body. It brings a whole new level 
of credibility and standing to the 
VCS working with offenders. 

apprOach tO the 
impact assessment
Clinks is the only infrastructure organisation 
specifically supporting VCSE organisations working 
in the Criminal Justice System. M & E Consulting 
was commissioned by Clinks to carry out an impact 
assessment with the aim of helping Clinks establish: 

• What difference it is making to 
its external stakeholders 

• Whether it is providing the range of services and 
activities that its external stakeholders want and need 

• Whether it is focussing its resources correctly and 
where its services are having the greatest impact.

The assessment was based on a model developed 
by the Value for Infrastructure Programme1 to help 
infrastructure organisations demonstrate their impact. 
Feedback from stakeholders was gathered through 
in-depth telephone interviews carried out with 32 
people, representing Clinks’ key stakeholders (partner 
organisations, funders and commissioners, private 
sector contacts and key individuals in the Sector). 

A series of online surveys publicised to all contacts, 
was completed by 46 of Clinks’ Members, 72 of 
Clinks’ VCSE Sector contacts and 53 non-VCSE Sector 
contacts. Feedback gathered by Clinks at recent 
events and training courses was also analysed.

The number of people who participated in our 
interviews and who responded to the online 
surveys was relatively small. The findings therefore 
cannot be taken as a representative view of 
all Clinks’ stakeholders but they do provide a 
valuable insight into perceptions and experiences 
of a range of Clinks’ different stakeholders. 
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In January 2013, Clinks commissioned M & E 
Consulting to carry out an impact assessment 
of its work. The aim was to assess the focus and 
direction of Clinks’ activities and the impact 
these are having on their various stakeholders. 

1.1 cOntext
This impact assessment is set within the context 
of the significant changes taking place across the 
Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) 
Sector and, in particular, within the Criminal Justice 
System (CJS).These changes have already started 
to affect many VCSE organisations working with 
offenders and their families, whose survival is 
threatened by the economic downturn as well as 
the introduction of Payment by Results (PbR), new 
commissioning practices and the Government’s 
Transforming Rehabilitation agenda. Clinks’ 
latest report into the state of the Sector found 
that 86% of organisations have been affected by 
the economic downturn and policy changes.2

Infrastructure organisations have a vital role 
to play in enabling VCSE organisations to cope 
with these changes and take advantage of new 
opportunities, such as being able to secure social 
investment or deliver public service contracts. 
However, they also face challenges of their own as 
funding priorities shift towards frontline services:

“Government funding for infrastructure support 
and services, both local and national, is in 
decline, and the pace of change in the policy 
and funding environment requires voluntary 
organisations to respond faster, while coping 
in many cases with reduced resources.”
BIG | 2011

It is therefore increasingly important for infrastructure 
organisations to be able to clearly articulate and 
demonstrate the impact of their services. 

1.2 clinks
Clinks is the only infrastructure organisation 
specifically supporting VCSE organisations 
working in the Criminal Justice System (CJS). 
A number of other organisations also provide 
infrastructure support in the Sector3 but focus 
either on particular areas of the CJS or have a more 
generic focus that includes work with offenders. 

Clinks’ services centre on:

• Promoting the work of the Sector

• Representing the Sector

• Providing specialist support for the Sector

• Identifying priority areas and finding solutions.

Clinks has 496 VCSE organisations as Members, a 
further 4,000 VCSE contacts and 5,000 non-VCSE 
contacts. It is also part of a number of networks 
and partnerships including the Transition to 
Adulthood Alliance, Making Every Adult Matter and 
NAVCA. Clinks also runs the Arts Alliance which is a 
coalition of arts organisations working in the CJS. 

1.3 this impact assessment
M & E Consulting, an agency specialising in 
helping organisations to assess the outcomes and 
impact of their work, was commissioned to carry 
out an impact assessment of Clinks’ work during 
2011 – 2012 in order to help Clinks establish:

• What difference it is making to 
its external stakeholders

• Whether it is providing the range of 
services and activities that its external 
stakeholders want and need

• Whether it is focussing its resources correctly and 
where its services are having the greatest impact.

apprOach
Our impact assessment is based on a model 
developed by the Value for Infrastructure Programme 
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(VIP)4 to help infrastructure organisations demonstrate 
their impact by using a common language and 
identifying areas in which they can look for evidence 
of the difference they make (see Figure 1).

INFRASTRUCTURE 
IMPACTS

INFRASTRUCTURE 
IMPACTS

CAPABLE 
PEOPLE

DYNAMIC 
SECTOR

SUPPORTIVE 
EXTERNAL 
AGENCIES

FIGURE 1 | THE VIP IMPACT FRAMEWORk

methOdOlOgy
evaluation design
The VIP model provides a range of tools to 
enable infrastructure organisations to measure 
their impact however these tools are designed 
to measure change over time. As this impact 
assessment looks back on the period 2011 – 2012, 
we used the VIP tools to help us identify indicators 
to assess Clinks’ impact retrospectively. 

data collection methods
We used two main methods for collecting 
information from Clinks’ stakeholders:

• In-depth telephone interviews with a small 
sample of Clinks’ key stakeholders

• Online surveys to gather views from the broader 
spectrum of Clinks’ members and contacts. 

The interview schedules and online surveys were 
based on the VIP indicators we identified from the 
VIP tools and in consultation with Clinks staff. 

An initial group of interviewees were identified by 
Clinks from stakeholders who had a particularly 
good understanding of the Sector and of Clinks’ 
work. To reduce any risk of bias in our interviews, 
we also asked the people we interviewed to 
recommend other people so that we could gather 
a variety of perspectives on Clinks’ impact. 

Invitations to participate in the online surveys were 
sent out by email to all Clinks’ Members and contacts, 
and incentives were offered to encourage them 
to take part. In addition, Clinks’ data was analysed 
to look for further evidence of Clinks’ impact.

sample
telephone interviews
Clinks originally identified 26 people for us 
to interview. Some of the people we spoke to 
suggested other people we should talk to, giving 
us a total of 40 people to contact. We carried out 
interviews with 32 of these people; 24 from the 
initial group identified by Clinks and eight from 
those recommended by them. They included:

• Clinks’ Members and partner organisations

• Private sector contacts

• key individuals in the Sector

• Funders and commissioners.

Online surveys to clinks’ members and vcse contacts
The invitation to participate in the online survey was 
sent to all 496 of Clinks’ regular Members and to 
4,000 of its VCSE contacts. 46 members and 72 VCSE 
contacts responded to the surveys, representing a 
response rate of 9% and 2% respectively. This was 
lower than had been hoped; research suggests that 
average response rates to online surveys range 
from 10% to 30%. However as Clinks had recently 
asked its Members and contacts to complete a 
number of other online surveys, it is likely that some 
people may have suffered from survey-fatigue. 

Nonetheless, the profile information provided 
by respondents shows that the surveys obtained 
a reasonably representative response:
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• Respondents came from organisations across 
England and Wales with the largest groups based 
in London, the South East and the South West.

• More than a third of organisations had a national 
remit and just over a third were working at a local 
level; just over a quarter were working regionally.

• Over three-quarters of respondents worked 
in small or medium-sized organisations and 
over a fifth worked in large organisations.

• Respondents worked with a wide range 
of people (offenders, ex-offenders, young 
offenders, offenders’ families, etc) and across 
many different areas (mental/physical well-
being, accommodation, employment, etc).

• They mainly held senior positions within their 
organisations: nearly half were Directors or Chief 
Executives and nearly a third were managers. 

• They had made use of a wide range of Clinks’ 
services, particularly their information and events.

Online survey to clinks’ non-vcse contacts
The invitation to participate in the online survey 
was sent to 5,000 of Clinks’ contacts (i.e. non-
VCSE individuals and organisations). 53 non-VCSE 
contacts responded to the survey, representing 
a 1% response rate. Profile information 
provided by respondents revealed that: 

• Over half were from public sector organisations 
and over a third were from the private sector.

• Just under half were from organisations 
with a national remit and nearly half 
were from local organisations.

• Over a third worked in the prison sector; the 
rest of the respondents were from a wide 
range of backgrounds including the Police, 
researchers and training providers.

• Nearly a third were based in London and the 
South East and just over a fifth in the South West. 

• Respondents had made use of a wide 
range of Clinks’ services, particularly 
their information and events.

analysis
The surveys and interviews provided a large 
amount of qualitative data from a range of 
different perspectives. Analysis was carried out 

using WEFT, an open-source tool for qualitative 
analysis of text, and involved identifying key 
themes and coding responses accordingly. 
Quantitative data was analysed using Excel.

limitatiOns
Given the size of Clinks‘ membership and contact 
base, the number of people who participated 
in our interviews and who responded to the 
online surveys is small. Although the findings 
cannot be taken as a representative view of all 
Clinks’ stakeholders, they do provide a valuable 
insight into perceptions and experiences of 
a range of Clinks’ different stakeholders.

It is also important to note that there may be some 
bias in the findings as the people who took part 
in the impact assessment are likely to be people 
with particularly strong views of Clinks. Whilst the 
majority of the feedback was extremely positive, 
both interviewees and survey respondents 
provided further feedback that has helped to 
inform our findings and recommendations. 

CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment     
               CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment
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CLInKS’ ImpACt
There was considerable evidence from our interviews and 
online surveys that Clinks is having a significant impact 
in three of the key areas identified in the VIP model:

• Strong organisations

• A dynamic sector

• Supportive external agencies.

As there was less evidence of the impact Clinks is 
having on individuals working in the Sector, relevant 
feedback has been included in the following section.

2.1 strOnger 
OrganisatiOns
CLInKS IS HeLpInG tO StRenGtHen VCSe 
ORGAnISAtIOnS In tHe CJS BY enABLInG 
tHem tO WOrk mOre eFFectively 
AnD BecOme mOre sustainaBle. 

mOre eFFective WOrking
Voluntary and Community Sector organisations 
who responded to the online surveys or who were 
interviewed as part of this impact assessment highlighted 
how Clinks helps them work more effectively by:

• Enabling them to keep abreast of and 
respond to issues and opportunities

• keeping them in touch with others in the Sector 

• Helping them to improve their 
systems and procedures

• Developing the skills and networks of their staff

• Saving them time and providing 
them with additional resources.

more aware of and able to respond 
to issues and opportunities 
The vast majority (90%) of the VCSE organisations 
who responded to the online surveys said that 
Clinks helps them to keep abreast of issues affecting 
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them. In particular, respondents felt that the 
information provided by Clinks is vital in identifying 
and summarising key developments in the Sector: 
 

 they send out very good discussion 
papers which help smaller organisations 
keep really abreast of what’s going on. 

 Without them it would be incredibly 
difficult particularly in terms of sorting the 
changes and trying to translate them into 
something bite-sized and manageable. 

Respondents and interviewees also described 
how Clinks not only keeps them up-to-date 
but also helps them to understand and make 
sense of the developments in the Sector:

 my understanding of issues like the 
threats and opportunities posed by current 
government policy would not be the same 
without the briefings, networking opportunities, 
and sensible leadership shown by Clinks. 

In addition, many people described how Clinks’ 
support on specific issues is particularly helpful:

 Clinks has really helped us to get to grips 
with the introduction of police and Crime 
Commissioners. It’s meant that I’ve felt fully 
informed and that the bits where I need to 
take it further, I know where they are. 

Nearly three-quarters (72%) of VCSE organisations 
also felt that their involvement with Clinks had helped 
them to develop new ideas and perspectives relating 
to their work. For example, some people described 
how information from Clinks had informed their 
organisation’s strategic direction by enabling them 
to anticipate how the changes would affect their 
organisation and in some cases, to respond rapidly:
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 By being made aware of the 
developments in the Sector, we are better 
able to position ourselves to take hold of 
the opportunities arising or to prepare for 
new challenges and potential difficulties. 

 It ensures I am up-to-date on 
developments and am able to capitalise 
on these developments quickly. 

Some people also highlighted the particular role 
that Clinks’ information plays in empowering smaller 
organisations by helping them to understand 
and keep abreast of the changes in the Sector:

 making sure people are kept informed 
and up-to-date is vital. It really does 
empower those smaller organisations 
and they feel supported. 

keeping vcse organisations in touch 
with others in the sector 
Nearly two-thirds (65%) of the VCSE organisations 
who responded to the online surveys felt Clinks 
helps them to develop relationships with other 
organisations. In particular, many people described 
how Clinks’ information and events enable them 
to identify and network with others in the Sector:

 We can follow up news items we see 
in Light Lunch and make connections 
with other organisations. 

For some people, the opportunity to develop 
relationships with other organisations within the 
Sector had resulted in greater mutual support:

 Being at various Clinks’ events has 
been great for developing a network 
of like-minded organisations with 
whom we can share our stories and 
find collective solutions to the various 
problems the Sector is facing. 
 
For smaller organisations, being able to network with 
other organisations helps them feel less isolated: 

 Clinks brings a greater sense of 
one-ness and knowing we are sharing 
the same problems ... it stops there 
being a feeling of isolation. 

 Sometimes an organisation can 
feel very isolated and it’s great to hear 
how other organisations in similar 
situations overcome issues. 

improved systems and procedures
Half (50%) of the VCSE organisations who responded 
to the online surveys felt that the support and 
information from Clinks had helped them to develop 
their organisation’s systems and procedures. In 
particular, this had helped them with monitoring 
and evaluating their services, involving volunteers 
and developing service user involvement:

 We are now able to measure the impact 
our services make to the lives of our service 
users. We were unable to do this before. 

 the workshops enabled me to meet 
other organisations and discuss how 
they are managing volunteers along with 
what has worked and what has not. 

 the principles and theories in Clinks’ 
report [into involving service users] 
were useful for developing service user 
involvement in our own organisation. 

capable staff
Feedback from the interviews and surveys also 
suggests that Clinks is equipping individuals 
within the Sector to work more effectively through 
developing their personal networks and their skills. 

85%  
FELT CLINKS 
HAD ENABLED 
THEM TO 
DEVELOP THEIR 
NETWORKS AND 
CONTACTS IN 
THE SECTOR
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The majority (85%) of the VCSE organisations who 
responded to our online surveys felt that Clinks had 
helped them to develop their personal networks 
and contacts in the Sector and nearly half (49%) 
felt that the training and events run by Clinks 
had helped their staff to improve their skills:

 Several colleagues have been on 
Clinks’ training which has been great 
for their personal development. 

In addition, the feedback collected by 
Clinks from people who had attended 
their training courses shows that:

• 95% said they had increased their 
understanding of volunteering in prison.5

• 82% said they had increased their understanding 
of volunteering with offenders in the community.6

• 86% said they had increased their 
understanding of outcomes.7

time and resources
Some people highlighted how the information 
from Clinks is invaluable in saving them time: 

 You’ve got something national which 
can do the research and invest the time 
whereas on the ground we don’t really 
have it. there’s only one of me. 

 Light Lunch is the definitive document. 
there is so much stuff around – when 
you are a small charity, you are flying 
around and you don’t know where you 
are with consultation documents. 

Others described how additional resources from 
Clinks had enhanced their service provision: 

 We have laptops for our service users. 
this helped our service users get skills for 
employment - which in turn builds a better 
work force because we are enabled! 

 We got a free consultant to 
help with business planning and 
a discounted copywriter to help 
with the Christmas Appeal.  

mOre sustainaBle 
Many of the VCSE organisations who responded 
to the online surveys or who were interviewed 
as part of this impact assessment described how 
support and information from Clinks is helping 
their organisations become more sustainable by:

• Making them more aware of funding opportunities 

• Giving them better access to 
funders and policy-makers.

more aware of funding opportunities 
The vast majority (90%) of the VCSE organisations 
who responded to our online surveys or who 
were interviewed said Clinks helps to increase 
their awareness of funding opportunities. 

95%  
SAID THEY HAD 
INCREASED THEIR 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF VOLUNTEERING 
IN PRISONS 

82%  
SAID THEY HAD 
INCREASED THEIR 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF VOLUNTEERING 
WITH OFFENDERS IN 
THE COMMUNITY
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86%  
SAID THEY HAD 
INCREASED THEIR 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF OUTCOMES

90%  
OF VCSE 
ORGANISATIONS 
SAID CLINKS HELPS 
TO INCREASE 
THEIR AWARENESS 
OF FUNDING 
OPPORTUNITIES
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Some had found it particularly useful as it had 
enabled them to secure funding for their work: 

 It has opened doors for us and 
opened up funding for us. 

 Clinks keeps us abreast of funding 
opportunities that we have followed up 
and been successful in winning. 

In addition, one person said that the support they had 
got from Clinks around understanding the nominations 
process for police and crime commissioners 
(PCCs) had helped them to secure funding for 
one of their projects through their local PCC.

Some stakeholders also described how the 
information from Clinks enabled them to respond 
rapidly to opportunities and in some cases people said 
they would not have seen this information elsewhere:

 It’s meant that we can take advantage 
of funding opportunities earlier on. 

 We sometimes find grants on the Clinks 
emails that we haven’t seen elsewhere. 

For many, information from Clinks had also given them 
a greater understanding of changes in the funding 
climate (92% of VCSE Sector survey respondents). 
This was particularly important in enabling 
organisations to keep abreast of the current changes 
around commissioning and payment by results:

 I have come away with a 
stronger understanding of the VCSe 
perspective on commissioning. 

Others said that Clinks’ support had enabled them 
to strengthen their organisation’s case for funding:

 We have been able to evaluate the first year 
with a robust evidence-based report which has 
improved our chances for further funding. 

access to funders
A number of people also felt that being able 
to meet funders, commissioners and policy-
makers at Clinks’ events had been important 
for their organisation’s development:

 At Clinks conferences I’ve been 
introduced to a key stakeholder 
with a lot of influence who has 
been difficult to get hold of. 

In some cases, people felt that their involvement 
with Clinks had also given their organisations 
greater recognition in the eyes of policy-makers:

 If it wasn’t for Clinks inviting us in 
to meet key stakeholders and ministers, 
they wouldn’t have taken notice of us or 
known about us but they do now. 

 It’s enabled us to drag some of those 
public sector organisations into the room with 
us when before they might not have come. 

2.2 a mOre dynamic sectOr
CLInKS IS COntRIBUtInG tO a mOre 
dynamic sectOr BY enABLInG 
It tO HAVe a strOnger vOice, 
DeVeLOp AnD shape its thinking 
AnD BeCOme mOre uniFied. 

a strOnger vOice
The majority (93%) of those who responded to our 
online surveys or who were interviewed felt that 
Clinks enables the Sector to have a stronger voice by:

• Representing the views and experiences of 
the Sector to policy-makers and others

• Advocating for the Sector.

92%  
OF VCSE 
RESPONDENTS 
THOUGHT CLINKS 
HAD GIVEN 
THEM A GREATER 
UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE FUNDING 
CLIMATE
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representing the views and 
experiences of the sector
Many stakeholders felt that Clinks is effective 
in representing the views and experiences 
of the Sector to external agencies:

 their responses to things like 
transforming Rehabilitation are really useful 
because they are able to source and collate 
what the feeling is out there into something 
which adds a bit more kudos and power 
when it’s fed back as a single voice. 

There was a strong view among many of those 
we consulted that Clinks is also effective in 
consulting with the Sector and putting forward 
a unified view to policy-makers and others:

 the views they put forward 
represent what they have gleaned from 
others so it’s a powerful representation 
and an aggregation which is more 
powerful than one organisation. 

This was particularly important in giving the 
Sector a single voice that others listen to:

 Clinks has given organisations that 
work with offenders a collective voice. 
In the current climate, voluntary work 
with offenders is not ‘sexy’ – Clinks 
keeps it professional and pertinent.  

advocating for the sector
Stakeholders also felt that Clinks plays 
an important role in advocating for the 
Sector and demonstrating its value:

 Clinks has been effective at enabling 
the Sector to recognise its value and has 
acted as a strong advocate of its role on 
society – not just a cheap provider. 

 they’ve got a strong voice in the 
Sector and the Sector is changing massively 
and it’s more important than ever that 
we have an organisation like Clinks 
that is standing up for the Sector. 

Some stakeholders felt that this was particularly 
true of Clinks’ role with policy-makers:
 

 Clinks has made it abundantly 
clear to policy-makers that if they are 
doing anything in the voluntary sector, 
they can’t just impose it, they need 
to involve Clinks in the process. 

Clinks also clearly plays a crucial role in supporting 
and advocating for smaller VCSE organisations, 
particularly in terms of new commissioning practices:

 I think they provide a really useful 
forum, particularly for the smaller VCSe 
organisations that perhaps don’t have the 
capacity and capability on their own. 

 the smaller organisations need Clinks 
to speak with integrity on their behalf, 
particularly now the Sector is finding its voice 
is being constrained in terms of core funding 
or having to work with corporate partners. 

develOping and 
shaping thinking
Feedback from stakeholders strongly 
suggests that Clinks enables the Sector to 
develop and shape its thinking by: 

• Providing ways for VCSE organisations to 
share information and good practice

• Channelling and distilling information 
from policy-makers to the Sector.

93%  
FELT CLINKS 
ENABLES THE 
SECTOR TO HAVE A 
STRONGER VOICE
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sharing information and good practice
Feedback from the surveys and interviews reveals 
that the information and opportunities provided 
by Clinks enables VCSE organisations in the 
Sector to share learning and good practice:8

 Keeping up to date and providing 
easily accessible information helps us 
all to be responsive and dynamic. 

 Clinks has encouraged organisations 
to join together and to share ideas. the 
networking opportunities - particularly 
in the early days - were vital for us. 

channelling and distilling information 
from policy-makers to the sector
Feedback from those we consulted also suggests 
that Clinks is enabling the Sector to respond 
to the opportunities and challenges it faces. In 
particular, Clinks acts as a conduit for the Sector, 
sharing information from policy-makers:

 they are an important source of 
information in terms of and channelling 
information and transferring government 
policy to the Sector, across the Sector, and 
across constituent groups in the Sector. 

More critically, Clinks plays a vital role in explaining 
policy so that the Sector can respond accordingly:

 It is able to provide a coherent voice 
to Government and the prison service and 
act as a conduit and explain government 
policy downwards to the Sector. 

mOre uniFied
The majority of those who responded to our 
online surveys felt that Clinks helps the Sector 
to develop shared values and a common sense 
of purpose as well as build strong cross-sector 
partnerships.9 In particular, feedback gathered 
through our interviews and online surveys reveal 
that Clinks plays a vital role in helping the Sector 
to come together and be true to its principles: 

 By being a unifying presence 
Clinks empowers the Sector to come 
together around similar, though 
not always identical, values.  

 It’s getting back to those 
shared values they embody...it’s 
like having a moral gauge. 

Clinks is also helping the Sector to 
work more collaboratively: 

 It helps organisations to see the wider 
picture and encourages cross-working. 

 If I understand what is going on 
and coming up, I can approach other 
agencies to offer support and talk 
about how we can work together. 

 It does the hard work of identifying 
issues, putting contacts clearly on view 
and encouraging participation. 

2.3 mOre suppOrtive 
external agencies
CLInKS CLeARLY pLAYS A CRUCIAL ROLe In 
enaBling cOmmissiOners, Funders, 
pOlicy-makers and private sectOr 
agencies tO understand and 
WOrk mOre cOllaBOratively 
With the sectOr. CLInKS DOeS tHIS 
BY InCReASInG tHeIR UnDeRStAnDInG 
OF tHe SeCtOR AnD tHe ISSUeS It FACeS 
AnD enABLInG tHem tO cOnsult and 
cOmmunicate mOre eFFectively 
WItH ORGAnISAtIOnS In tHe SeCtOR. 

greater understanding 
OF the sectOr
The majority of the external agencies and contacts 
who responded to our online survey said that Clinks 
increases their understanding of the way the Sector 
works and of the issues and challenges it faces. 
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For example, several funders and commissioners 
said they had found it useful to talk to Clinks about 
the reality of the challenges facing the Sector: 

 It’s certainly helpful for people like us, for 
government, local authorities, etc. to really 
understand the situation charities are in. 

 If you want to find out what’s going on 
in that world, you talk to Clinks. they keep 
us informed about what is going on in that 
world because they are closer to it than we 
are and closer to their membership. 

Many external agencies and contacts also talked 
about how Clinks helps them to understand the role of 
the Sector and the diversity of views and experiences:

 my impression is that Clinks is playing 
a significant role in raising awareness of 
the role of the voluntary sector in the 
criminal justice field. Other people aren’t 
necessarily that aware of the range and 
scale of voluntary sector activities. 

 It helps us to have a better and more 
accurate picture of what the Sector is like. 

Several funders and commissioners also 
described how Clinks helps inform the 
development of their policies and practices:

 Clinks have been a very useful sounding 
board both in terms of their knowledge 
of the voluntary sector but also their 
own expertise in criminal justice. 

 We are always keen to have a Clinks 
view when we think about where 
to fund next or the key issues. 

mOre aBle tO cOnsult and 
cOmmunicate With the sectOr
The majority (73%) of the external agencies and 
contacts who responded to our online survey 
felt that Clinks had enabled them to consult and 
communicate more effectively with the Sector. 

Some of the commissioners and policy-
makers we spoke to talked about how useful 
it was to have one point of contact:

 It’s certainly made it a lot easier 
to commission pieces of work. 
their communications go out to 
an awful lot of people. 

 Clinks offer us a single communication 
channel into that Sector to invite them 
to events to consult with them. 

 We have used the directory created 
by Clinks to access VCSe projects 
that work with offenders. 

It appears that Clinks is playing a significant role 
in helping private sector organisations to consult 
and engage with organisations in the Sector:

 If we have to look at an area 
where we don’t have any VCSe in our 
network then Clinks offer us a single 
communication channel into that sector. 

 We were looking for VCSe 
organisations in the north east and 
Clinks helped to facilitate events and 

73%  
OF EXTERNAL 
AGENCIES AND 
CONTACTS FELT 
CLINKS HAD 
ENABLED THEM 
TO CONSULT AND 
COMMUNICATE 
MORE EFFECTIVELY
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advised us through the process. 
 It has helped us to determine more 

clearly where there are opportunities for us 
to work across the criminal justice sector. 

For some external agencies, their contact 
with Clinks also meant that they were able to 
engage with organisations in the Sector that 
are too small to be identified in other ways:

 We find the support that Clinks 
provides invaluable. Government 
would struggle to engage with some 
of those really small organisations. 

This is clearly important in light of imminent 
changes to the way in which offenders are 
supported in prison and post-release. For example, 
one private sector organisation described how 
Clinks had helped them involve organisations in 
the Sector in their bid for probation services:

 Clinks has been really helpful in 
that we will be looking to involve 
the VCSe in delivering rehabilitation 
and through the gate. 



17

CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment     
                      CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSmentCLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment     
                      CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment

meetInG tHe neeDS  
OF tHe SeCtOR

As well as looking at the impact of Clinks’ work, this 
assessment explored the extent to which Clinks is 
currently meeting the needs of its stakeholders. We 
therefore asked stakeholders whether they feel Clinks is 
currently doing enough to achieve its strategic aims of:

• Promoting the Sector 

• Representing the Sector

• Providing specialist support for 
organisations in the Sector

• Identifying priority areas and finding solutions.

We also asked stakeholders what else, or what 
more, they feel Clinks should be doing to support 
their work and that of the Sector more generally.

3.1 prOmOting the sectOr
Clinks seeks to promote the Sector by raising 
awareness of the diversity of the Sector and 
highlighting the value and quality of its work. The 
majority of those who responded to the online 
surveys said that Clinks does not need to do more 
than it currently does to promote the Sector.10 
This was reflected in the feedback from those we 
interviewed; they described how Clinks helps to 
increase awareness of the Sector and give it credibility:

 Clinks is playing a significant role in raising 
awareness of the role of the voluntary sector 
in the criminal justice field. Other people 
aren’t necessarily that aware of the range 
and scale of voluntary sector activities.  

 It brings a whole new level of 
credibility and standing to the VCSe 
working with offenders. 

For others, Clinks also gives the Sector an 
identity which it had previously lacked:

 Clinks certainly give us a real identity 
as a Sector ... while we all may come from 
different areas, we were a part of the 
VCSe that had very specific needs which 
weren’t being met before Clinks. 

3.2 representing 
the sectOr
Clinks seeks to represent the Sector to policy-makers, 
focusing particular on ensuring the voices of smaller 
organisations and of different sub-sectors are heard. 

The majority of those who responded to the online 
surveys felt that Clinks does not need to do more than 
it currently does to represent the Sector.11 Feedback 
gathered through our interviews and the surveys reveals 
that Clinks plays a vital role in ensuring the views and 
experiences of the Sector are heard by policy-makers:

 Clinks’ function as the voice of 
the Sector is extremely important in 
influencing government policies and the 
legislation that impacts on our work. 

In particular, Clinks is seen to provide a collective 
voice for VCSE organisations in the CJS which no 
other organisation is doing. Many stakeholders 
felt this was particularly important in ensuring 
policy-makers did not lose sight of the smaller 
organisations and the role they play in supporting 
offenders, ex-offenders and their families:

 there are so many small organisations out 
there that really don’t have a voice. Clinks keep 
reminding everybody of those organisations. 

Some policy-makers themselves also recognised 
that without Clinks they would struggle to 
engage and take account of the needs of 
smaller organisations in the Sector:
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 We would go to the four or five 
big organisations because we would 
just about manage to talk to them. the 
danger is we would lose the voice of the 
smaller ones because we would just find 
it very difficult to make the time. 

For many people, Clinks is also seen as 
providing a bridge between the statutory and 
voluntary sectors, which again, was important 
in enabling smaller organisations to be heard:

 It’s opening up direct links to 
ministers and moJ that small organisations 
wouldn’t get if it wasn’t for Clinks. they 
will invite us in whereas other agencies 
only invite the larger organisations. 

3.3 prOviding 
specialist suppOrt 
FOr OrganisatiOns 
in the sectOr
Clinks aims to support organisations in the 
Sector so that they can provide effective and 
innovative services. Again, it focuses its support 
particularly on smaller organisations.

The majority of VCSE organisations who responded 
to the surveys are satisfied with the amount of 
specialist support Clinks is providing for organisations 
in the Sector.12 In particular, people highlighted the 
role that Clinks plays in providing information for 
organisations, especially for smaller organisations:

 they co-ordinate and bring together 
information which is useful for small 
organisations which they otherwise 
wouldn’t have the time to research. 

 I find the Clinks Light Lunch hugely 
important in ensuring that we’re not ‘cut 
off’ from everything that is happening. 

A number of people also felt that the work Clinks does 
around developing the professionalism and competence 
of its Members is important, particularly in preparation 
for the changes in funding and commissioning: 

 I think the work they do around 
evaluation is great and I think it will probably 
unfortunately become more important. 

In addition, one person described how a small 
capacity-building grant from Clinks had enabled 
their organisation to develop partnership-working 
with a number of other local organisations:

 It enabled us to really think through the 
issues around how we could work together 
and what the pros and cons would be. 

3.4 identiFying 
priOrity areas and 
Finding sOlutiOns
Finally, Clinks aims to identify priority areas for 
organisations in the Sector and to enable them to 
work together to find and implement solutions. 

The majority of those who responded to our 
surveys said they were satisfied with the amount 
that Clinks is doing in terms of identifying 
priority areas and finding solutions:13

 Over the last couple of years Clinks 
has really helped to focus attention 
on the key issues, such as pbR, Social 
Impact Bonds, and involving volunteers 
in working with offenders. 

It also appears that Clinks plays an important role 
in facilitating dialogue and providing opportunities 
for VCSE organisations to come together:

 I think that the things that Clinks are 
trying to do at the moment in terms of 
helping people prepare for a new world of 
payment by results, etc. are really helpful 
and exactly the right kind of approach. 
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3.5 What else clinks 
shOuld Be dOing
Many people did not feel that Clinks should be 
changing what it does or should do anything 
new. Nonetheless, feedback gathered through 
our interviews and the online surveys reveals a 
number of areas in which people felt that Clinks 
could develop its services for VCSE organisations 
and for the Sector as a whole. In addition, some 
people suggested ways in which Clinks could 
strengthen its own position in the Sector.

FOr vcse OrganisatiOns
training 
People clearly value the training Clinks provides. 
However, there were some suggestions 
for training on specific topics such as:

• PbR negotiating

• Mentoring 

• Management/leadership skills for ex-service users. 

Other people suggested ways in which Clinks 
might expand the training it provides through 
offering ‘bite-sized’ training events or e-learning 
or providing more training in different regions. 
A number of people also suggested Clinks 
could offer more low cost or free training.

information-sharing
Information-sharing was another key theme in the 
feedback we received around how Clinks could 
develop its services. Some of the comments related 
to the way in which Clinks shares information such 
as a more accessible blog with sections relating to 
specific subjects or a calendar of upcoming events 
so VCSE organisations can make sure their events 
do not coincide with other organisations’ events.

A few people also suggested that Clinks could 
develop resources on specific topics such as:

• Working with specific demographic groups 

• The impact of the welfare reform changes

• Safeguarding of children/vulnerable adults 

• Changes to the Disclosure and Barring Service.

networking
Many people stressed the importance of the 
networking facilitated by Clinks and simply want 
Clinks to provide more opportunities for them to 
come together with their peers in the Sector. In 
particular, one person felt that Clinks could develop a 
forum for policy officers to meet on a regular basis.

specialist support 
Although the majority of the VCSE organisations who 
responded to the surveys felt Clinks was providing 
enough specialist support, some felt Clinks should 
do more. For many people, this centred on helping 
organisations prepare for the changes ahead:

 With the increasing complexity of the 
commissioning environment, especially as 
pbR enters the fray, providing support to 
organisations in how to operate effectively 
in these new times will be necessary. 

In particular, some people said that 
they would appreciate introductions 
to private sector organisations:

 We’re being told we have to engage 
with the private sector. Give us a list of who 
are the contacts in Serco, tribal that we need 
to contact ... Get us in a room together. 

However, there was also a sense that Clinks needs 
to support organisations that choose not to 
engage with the new commissioning agenda:

 Clinks has a very important role in 
supporting small organisations who 
should not be part of this market. 

more regional support and presence
Some people feel that Clinks should develop 
its regional activities and support. For example, 
some people said they would like more events 
across the country and one person felt that Clinks 
could do more to develop regional networks:

 I don’t feel part of anything regionally. 
Is there anything I can get involved in? 
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 How can I assist? I know more about 
what is going on nationally than here. 

FOr the sectOr
more lobbying on specific issues 
Although the majority of VCSE respondents felt 
Clinks was doing enough to represent and promote 
the Sector, some felt that Clinks should be doing 
more, particularly in terms of raising specific issues 
such as universal security clearance for staff and 
volunteers, lack of suitable, affordable housing for 
ex-offenders as well as the needs of Black, Asian 
and minority ethnic (BAME) women in the CJS.

More generally, a number of people felt Clinks should 
be doing more to campaign against some of the 
more detrimental changes to the Criminal Justice 
System, particularly the impact of payment by results:

 We are talking about pbR and the 
difficulties, but we aren’t challenging 
it. It’s a 900 strong collective but we 
are not saying ‘this isn’t working, it 
will never work, we will never get this 
square peg into a round hole’. 

preparing for new commissioning arrangements
A key theme in much of the feedback we received 
was the need for Clinks to do more to enable VCSE 
organisations to prepare for the new commissioning 
arrangements, particularly in co-ordinating and 
facilitating joint-working. For example, there was a 
recognition that Clinks could provide toolkits and 
consultancy for organisations seeking to merge. 

Some people also suggested that Clinks could act as 
a co-ordinating body for smaller VCSE organisations 
bidding for contracts and provide them with advice 
and support in producing and presenting their bids:

 Clinks should provide a forum where 
the smaller VCSe organisations can 
find ways to learn about each other’s’ 
services, look at aligning provision and 
then approach commissioners (public, 
and private) with a joined up offer that 
is larger than the sum of its parts. 

In addition, it was felt that Clinks could play a 
pivotal role in linking the ‘big primes’ with the 
smaller VCSE organisations who are at most risk 
of being left out of the new PbR/commissioning 
frameworks. It was also suggested that Clinks 
could encourage funders to fund consortia 
of VCSE organisations to deliver services.

Quality standards
A number of people suggested that Clinks should 
help the Sector prepare for the new commissioning 
arrangements by developing the Sector’s ability to 
demonstrate its professionalism. Although most 
people felt that some kind of accreditation system 
would not be appropriate, a number felt Clinks 
could develop quality standards which Member 
organisations could use to guide their development:

 this is the baseline if you are thinking 
about impact. these are the kinds of things 
you would want to be looking at when 
thinking about value for money. these are 
the kinds of things to think about if you’re 
thinking about becoming a sub-contractor. 

One person felt that Clinks could offer a 
“best practice compliance review” for VCSE 
organisations and a forum where they could 
ask questions in a friendly environment. 

FOr clinks
relationships with other 
infrastructure organisations 
Some people suggested that Clinks could 
provide more leadership for the group of 
infrastructure organisations currently funded by 
MoJ. Another person felt Clinks could do more 
to align itself with other generic infrastructure 
organisations to lobby around more general 
issues such as working with prime contractors, 
payment by results and social finance. 
In addition, some other infrastructure 
organisations in the Sector felt that Clinks could 
do more to ‘share the platform’ with them:

 I’d like my voice to be given not just 
through Clinks but with Clinks. 
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greater recognition
Some people suggested that Clinks needs to 
promote itself more in different areas:

 I don’t think they are known enough 
around the moJ. that’s partly their 
responsibility and partly ours. the key people 
keep changing all the time so I think they 
just have to keep going round and saying 
this is our job, your organisation is giving us 
money to do this, and we can help you. 

 Get Clinks higher up the 
corporate hierarchy and make their 
pitch to more senior people. 

 If any of the prime providers 
don’t beat a path to Clinks’ door, 
then they need to do that. 

It was also suggested that Clinks could do 
more to ensure policy-makers understand 
the value of infrastructure organisations.
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It is clear that Clinks’ services are effective in informing 
and supporting the work of VCSE organisations in 
the Sector. It is also evident from the feedback we 
gathered that Clinks is helping external agencies 
working in the CJS to understand the VCSE 
better and appreciate the challenges it faces.

However, in considering Clinks’ impact, it is important to 
identify why Clinks is able to have the impact it has and 
what may limit its impact so that it can consider how 
best to maximise and sustain its impact in the future.

4.1 What cOntriButes 
tO clinks’ impact
Feedback from stakeholders reveals 
that Clinks has impact because it:

• Is trusted and respected

• Provides high-quality services

• Has skilled and experienced staff.

trust and respect
Feedback from stakeholders shows that people trust 
and respect Clinks because they feel Clinks is neutral, 
has a good understanding of the issues facing the VCSE 
and represents a wide range of organisations in the CJS.

Many people felt that Clinks’ neutral stance 
enables their Members to trust them:

 they could easily just let their personal 
views just interfere. And they don’t. And 
I think that impartiality helps Clinks’ 
members think things through better. 

 I think it’s because they almost have 
a sort of honest broker role because 
they’re not involved in going for 
service delivery contracts themselves, 
so they’re not bidding for contracts so 
people feel they can trust them. 

Many of the people we interviewed also 
felt that Clinks listens to its Members and 
represents their views rather than its own:

 What I see time and time again 
is Clinks operating very much for the 
benefit of third sector organisations. 

 With Clinks it doesn’t feel like it’s all about 
them. It does feel like it’s about the Sector. 

Many of the stakeholders we consulted also felt that Clinks’ 
experience and its ability to really understand the issues 
facing the Sector contributes to the impact they have:

 they’re very clear and have a 
good grasp of the issues. 

 there are so many different views but 
what Clinks seems to be able to do is work 
out which ones are the most important. 

Others also felt that Clinks’ diverse and wide-ranging 
membership means that their voice is credible: 

 the breadth of organisations, 
the small grass-roots organisations 
that they can engage with ... they 
cover a really diverse group. 

 It’s really useful for them to say 
‘we have x number of members, this is 
what we are hearing on the ground’. 
It’s much more difficult for whoever 
their audience is to dismiss that. 

As a result, Clinks are clearly trusted and 
respected by VCSE organisations in the 
Sector and those in the CJS more widely:

 It has a rational voice which 
government are prepared to listen to. 
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Quality OF its services
Feedback from stakeholders highlights the 
vital contribution that Clinks’ services make 
to the Sector and those involved with it:

 their conferences are brilliant. Since 
recession we have a policy that our staff 
don’t go to conferences but the only 
ones we do are the Clinks ones. 

 It has become a key organisation 
because of the information it can 
provide on a raft of issues. 

In particular, stakeholders praised Light Lunch 
for the breadth and quality of the information it 
contains which makes it central to their work:

 Light Lunch is fantastic for everybody, 
not just people in the Sector. 

 You almost feel if you take a week 
off you’re completely at sea. 

Quality and reputatiOn 
OF the staFF team
It is evident from the feedback we received that 
Clinks is extremely successful at building relationships 
with its stakeholders. Funders and commissioners 
were generally very positive about the relationships 
they have built up with Clinks over the years:

 Clinks are one of our key stakeholders 
and a valued partner for us. 

In particular, stakeholders emphasised the skills 
and abilities of the staff team who are valued 
for their experience, expertise and openness:

 It is the experience and expertise 
of the staff that work at Clinks ... they’re 
always willing to help. that’s key for us. 

 I’ve been much impressed by 
some of the staff – around how 
they are open to ideas. 

 If I’m doing a piece of work, I can 
phone up any of [the staff at Clinks] and ask 
them who do you think I should approach, 
where do you think I should go – which I 
find incredibly helpful. It’s really important 
for me to be able to rely on them. 

There is also strong evidence that Clinks’ Director is 
particularly key to the organisation’s impact. Many 
stakeholders felt that Clive is invaluable because 
of his knowledge of the Sector, his ability to build 
relationships at all levels and his unique style:

 In Clive martin they have an 
exceptional person in terms of his 
knowledge and understanding. 

 Clive martin’s reputation 
and profile is excellent. 

 He has a wry delivery style which 
allows him to throw punches at people 
without them realising they have been 
hit – he can say difficult things without 
people realising what he has said. 

 

4.2 What limits 
clinks’ impact
Although this impact assessment has highlighted the 
significant impact Clinks is having on the Sector, there 
are a number of factors that also limit its impact. 

current cOntext
Many stakeholders highlighted the difficulty Clinks 
faces having an impact at a time when there are 
so many changes taking place in the Sector:
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 In terms of actually influencing policy-
makers, anyone trying to do that at the 
moment is crying in the wind. I’m not sure 
that Clinks are being particularly listened to at 
the moment but I think they have in the past 
and I’m sure they will be again in the future. 

 Clinks’ strength very much depends 
on government of the day – I think 
they are feeling more voiceless with 
this government, as everyone is. 

diversity OF memBers’ vieWs
Some stakeholders also felt that although Clinks 
plays an important role in representing the Sector, 
the wide range of organisations that make up its 
membership makes it more difficult for Clinks to 
provide a balanced representation of the Sector:

 the Sector is so diverse so the large 
ones like nacro don’t have the same issues 
as some of the small localised organisations, 
so there can’t be a collective voice. 

 I think it’s a difficult position for them 
and I think they struggle with it daily to 
make sure they’re not being biased. 

lOBBying and campaigning
A few stakeholders were also concerned that Clinks 
could be constrained in its lobbying and campaigning 
for the Sector as it receives statutory funding:

 It’s hard to bite the hand that feeds it. Long 
term future would be more secure if Clinks 
could find a way of becoming self-financing. 
 
cOnsultatiOn With the sectOr
One of Clinks’ key strengths is its ability to represent 
its membership effectively. However to do this, it 
relies on its Members responding to its consultations. 
Some people were concerned that Clinks may not 
always able to consult as widely as it would like to:

 Clinks do lots of consultations and 
members are happy to leave that to Clinks 
but I’m not sure they can say that they have 
canvassed all views and maybe that is the 
nature of the beast. With over 300 members 
how on earth can they make that happen? 

 I think people are done to death 
with consultation ... It’s always the 
same people giving their time. 

One person suggested that Clinks should look at ways 
to increase the responses it gets to its consultation:

 they need to start thinking about how 
to reward those people who are coming 
to the consultations and giving them their 
time as that could draw more people in. 

Some stakeholders were also concerned that 
Clinks might be used by policy-makers as a 
short-cut for consulting with the Sector:

 they are always faced with risk 
that [policy-makers] will say that they 
have spoken to the Sector because 
they have talked to Clinks. 

reliance On key staFF
Finally, there was concern from some stakeholders 
that Clive Martin’s leadership and style of working 
play such a key role in Clinks’ success that it 
leaves Clinks vulnerable in the longer-term:

 I wonder what that ‘service’ would look 
like if Clive weren’t there. not because it 
wouldn’t happen perfectly well, but because 
the lead is crucial ... I regard Clinks as vital, 
but Clive will be a hard act to follow. 

 I guess there’s always the risk that 
there’s a heavy reliance on Clive and to 
what extent his kind of characteristics 
are in the other members of his paid 
team and to some extent the board. 
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COnCLUSIOn
Our impact assessment has shown that Clinks is 
having a significant impact across three of the key 
impact areas identified in the VIP framework:

• Strong organisations

• A dynamic Sector

• Supportive external agencies.

Clinks is clearly playing a vital role in helping to 
strengthen VCSE organisations in the CJS by enabling 
them to work more effectively and become more 
sustainable. In particular, Clinks enables organisations 
in the Sector to keep up-to-date with issues and 
respond to opportunities as well as to network with 
other organisations. Clinks is also contributing to a 
more dynamic Sector by enabling the Sector to have 
a stronger voice, develop and shape its thinking and 
become more unified. The importance of Clinks’ role 
in representing the views and experiences of VCSE 
organisations and advocating for the Sector emerged 
particularly strongly. Finally, Clinks is enabling 
commissioners, funders, policy-makers and private 
sector agencies to work more collaboratively with the 
VCSE. It does this by helping them to better appreciate 
the value and diversity of the Sector and the issues 
it faces as well as to consult and communicate 
more effectively with VCSE organisations.

Stakeholders feel that Clinks is providing the range of 
services and activities that they want and need and 
that Clinks should continue to provide more of the 
same. Their suggestions for development indicate 
that Clinks’ services need fine-tuning rather than 
fundamental change. Nonetheless, the overarching 
theme in much of their feedback was the need for 
Clinks to equip the Sector for the changes ahead. 

Meeting the needs of its stakeholders undoubtedly 
enables Clinks to have considerable impact. However, 
various other factors contribute to Clinks’ impact: 
the trust and respect it has established amongst its 
stakeholders; the relevance and accessibility of the 

services it provides; and the quality and reputation 
of its staff. It is therefore vital that Clinks recognises 
the importance of preserving these key aspects 
in order to maximise and sustain its impact. 

Nonetheless, Clinks needs to take account of various 
factors which may limit its ability to have a strong 
impact. In particular, stakeholders highlighted the 
challenge for Clinks of representing and consulting 
effectively with its large and diverse membership as 
well as the risk that its ability to lobby and campaign 
may be weakened by the substantial funding it 
currently receives from government. In addition, 
stakeholders attributed some of Clinks’ impact 
to its Director’s leadership style and personality; 
relying heavily on one person inevitably makes 
an organisation vulnerable in the longer-term.

Although the current climate creates difficulties 
for Clinks and the organisations it supports, our 
assessment has shown that Clinks is having a 
significant impact in the Sector and is fulfilling a 
vital role in supporting VCSE organisations working 
in the CJS. It is therefore well-placed to continue 
helping the Sector respond to the challenges it 
faces. In the words of one of its stakeholders:

 Clinks is a top-class infrastructure 
body. It brings a whole new level 
of credibility and standing to the 
VCSe working with offenders. 



Feedback from stakeholders highlighted a number of 
areas in which Clinks can improve its services; the full 
list of suggestions that were made can be found in 
Appendix C. The findings from this impact assessment 
highlight the following recommendations for Clinks 
to consider in terms of the services it provides. 

Clinks should consider: 

• Reviewing its training programme  in terms of 
the range of topics covered, the methods used 
and the locations in which it is delivered

• Expanding  the range of information and 
resources it provides to include topics such 
as the impact of welfare reform changes 
and the Disclosure and Barring Service

• Diversify the ways in which it shares 
information with its stakeholders (e.g. by 
using social media and new technologies)

• Providing more networking opportunities and 
more support for VCSE organisations, particularly 
in preparing for the changes facing the Sector

• Developing more regional activities 

• Carrying out lobbying on specific topics 
such as the impact of PbR on the Sector, 
security clearance for staff and volunteers

• Providing a co-ordinating and support role for 
VCSE organisations wishing to tender for contracts

• Developing quality standards for VCSE 
organisations in the Sector.

As an organisation, Clinks should also consider:

• Strengthening its relationships with 
other infrastructure organisations

• Improving the way it promotes itself and the role 
of infrastructure organisations more generally.

Finally, in order to maximise and sustain its impact, 
Clinks should focus on preserving what it does best:

• Maintaining a wide and diverse membership base 

• Representing its Members through 
effective consultation

• Providing high-quality, relevant 
and accessible services

• Sustaining the culture and reputation 
of the organisation through investing in 
its staff and succession-planning

• Maintaining and demonstrating its neutrality 
and independence in all its work.

In addition, the process of analysing Clinks’ own 
monitoring data identified gaps and inconsistencies 
in the way that Clinks records information on 
its outcomes. It would therefore be useful for 
Clinks to carry out a review of its monitoring and 
evaluation processes and develop an evaluation 
framework which would enable it to collect and 
report outcomes information more effectively.

ReCOmmenDAtIOnS
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AppenDICeS

appendix a | evaluatiOn sample

survey Number of people who took part

Online survey to members 46

Online survey to VCSE non-members 72

Online survey to non-VCSE contacts 53

Telephone interviews 32

total 203

prOFile OF vcse OrganisatiOns WhO respOnded tO the Online survey

lOcatiOn Clinks’ members (n = 37) VCSE non-members (n = 58)

London 30% 34%

South West 22% 10%

North West 11% 5%

South East 8% 14%

East of England 8% 9%

East Midlands 5% 2%

North East England 5% 10%

West Midlands 5% 3%

Wales 3% 2%

Yorkshire and the Humber 3% 10%

total 100% 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

siZe Clinks’ members (n = 37) VCSE non-members (n = 58)

Less than 20 staff 57% 28%

21-50 staff 35% 41%

More than 50 staff 8% 31%

total 100% 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding
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remit Clinks’ members (n = 37) VCSE non-members (n = 58)

National remit 30% 43%

Regional remit 14% 38%

Local remit 57% 19%

total 100% 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

FOcus Clinks’ members (n = 37) VCSE non-members (n = 58)

Mental and physical well-being 39% 43%

Accommodation 24% 29%

Education, training and employment 50% 42%

Finance, benefit and debt 26% 26%

Drugs and alcohol 24% 31%

Attitudes, thinking and behaviour 43% 51%

Other 20% 24%

many organisations had more than one focus of their work

rOle OF respOndent Clinks’ members (n = 35) VCSE non-members (n = 58)

Director or Chief Executive 60% 43%

Manager 31% 31%

Trustee 3% 0%

Fundraising officer 0% 5%

Communications officer 0% 5%

Service delivery worker 0% 2%

Volunteer 0% 2%

Other 2% 12%

total 100% 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding
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prOFile OF clinks’ cOntacts WhO respOnded tO the Online survey

lOcatiOn Clinks’ contacts (n = 33)

London 24%

South West 21%

North West 12%

South East 12%

East of England 9%

West Midlands 9%

Yorkshire and the Humber 6%

East Midlands 3%

North East England 3%

Wales 0%

total 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

remit Clinks’ contacts (n = 34)

National remit 44%

Regional remit 9%

Local remit 47%

total 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

sectOr Clinks’ contacts (n = 34)

Public sector 56%

Private sector 35%

Other 9%

total 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

type OF OrganisatiOn Clinks’ contacts (n = 34)

Prison/police/PCC 39%

Grantmaker/funder 9%

Other 42%

total 100%

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding
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prOFile OF intervieWees

type OF OrganisatiOn
Identified by Clinks

Recommended by 
other interviewees Total

Members/partner organisations 10 6 16

Private sector contacts 3 0 3

key individuals 1 2 3

Funders/commissioners 10 0 10

total 24 8 32

total may not sum to 100% due to rounding

appendix B | evaluatiOn data

respOnses FrOm clinks’ vcse memBers and cOntacts

strOnger OrganisatiOn Members
(n = 44-46)

VCSE non-members
(n = 67-69)

Total
(n = 111-115)

Increased awareness of funding opportunities 89% 91% 90%

Increased awareness of changes in the funding climate 93% 91% 92%

Increased awareness of other changes/
issues affecting their work

89% 91% 90%

More effective services (e.g. monitoring and 
evaluation, service-user involvement)

52% 48% 50%

Improved the way it manages its volunteers 41% 39% 40%

Developed external relationships 55% 72% 65%

capaBle peOple Members
(n = 43)

VCSE non-members
(n = 65)

Total
(n = 108)

Developed new ideas and perspectives 60% 77% 72%

Developed networks and contacts in the sector 79% 86% 85%

Improved skills 40% 48% 49%

dynamic sectOr Members
(n = 42)

VCSE non-members
(n = 59)

Total
(n = 101)

Has a voice 93% 93% 93%

Shares information and learning 93% 92% 92%

Has shared values and common purpose 74% 81% 78%

Builds strong cross-sector working/partnerships 83% 83% 83%

Presents and disseminates learning 86% 90% 88%
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services used Members
(n = 46)

VCSE non-members
(n = 59)

Total
(n = 105)

Light Lunch 76% 83% 80%

Information (e.g. briefings, toolkits) 50% 57% 54%

Publications 35% 39% 37%

Working With Offenders Directory (WWOD) 26% 7% 15%

Training 24% 25% 24%

Events 39% 39% 39%

Clinks Network 17% 25% 22%

One-to-one support 4% 9% 7%

GrantNet 20% n/a 8%

Extra member benefits 20% n/a 8%

Twitter 4% 16% 11%

meeting the sectOr’s needs: 
memBers’ vieWs (n = 39) Should do more About right Should do less Don’t know

Promoting the work of the Sector 26% 72% 0% 3%

Representing the Sector 21% 77% 0% 3%

Providing specialist support for 
organisations in the Sector

23% 69% 0% 8%

Identifying priority areas and finding solutions 33% 62% 0% 5%

meeting the sectOr’s needs:  
vcse nOn-memBers’ vieWs (n = 58) Should do more About right Should do less Don’t know

Promoting the work of the Sector 16% 79% 0% 5%

Representing the Sector 12% 84% 0% 3%

Providing specialist support for 
organisations in the Sector

21% 71% 0% 9%

Identifying priority areas and finding solutions 21% 69% 0% 10%

respOnses FrOm clinks’ nOn-vcse cOntacts

suppOrtive external agencies (n = 51)

Increased understanding of the way the VCSE works 86%

Increased understanding of the 
issues and challenges it faces

90%

Increased ability to consult/
communicate with the VCSE

73%
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dynamic sectOr (n = 40-41)

Has a voice 93%

Shares information and learning 98%

Has shared values and common purpose 83%

Builds strong cross-sector working/partnerships 75%

Presents and disseminates learning 90%

services used (n = 53)

Light Lunch 57%

Information (e.g. briefings, toolkits) 38%

Publications 25%

Working With Offenders Directory (WWOD) 17%

Training 13%

Events 30%

Clinks Network 21%

Twitter 9%

meeting the sectOr’s needs:  
vcse nOn-memBers’ vieWs (n = 58) Should do more About right Should do less Don’t know

Promoting the work of the Sector 25% 67% 0% 8%

Representing the Sector 28% 64% 0% 8%

Providing specialist support for 
organisations in the Sector

44% 39% 0% 17%

Identifying priority areas and finding solutions 39% 50% 0% 11%
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appendix c | suggestiOns FrOm stakehOlders 

training

• Training with thematic focus

• Bite-sized training sessions, or offer bite 
sized e-learning on CJS and environment

• Training on PbR negotiating skills

• Leadership/management training 
for ex-service user staff

• Leverage scholarships to develop 
managers organisational skills

• Some mentoring training and support

• Free training for volunteers

• Low-cost training for staff and trustees.

networking and events

• More networking events

• Forum for policy workers

• Facilitate local networks

• A database of VCSE organisations (not 
necessarily Clinks’ members) who are 
interested in developing partnerships

• Webinars for senior managers.

regional presence

• More pro-active regional development

• More meetings/ training/partnership-working/
seminars/informal events in the North West, 
Wales, the West, the South West and the North.

specialist support

• Introductions to private sector organisations

• More shared consultancy support 

• Consultancy around how to develop as 
a business or. business mentors

• Support for specialist organisations 
(e.g. offender-led or organisations 
working with high-risk offenders)

• Support for new organisations or 
organisations new to work in the CJS 

• Signpost organisations to other 
members for support

• More support engaging with private sector 
organisations or working with statutory agencies

• Helping organisations get contract-ready

• Support for smaller organisations to 
promote their work, possibly with a book of 
case studies to highlight their impact.

lobbying on specific issues

• Universal security clearance for staff and volunteers

• Email-a-prisoner 

• Online payment to prisoners

• Lack of suitable, affordable 
housing for ex-offenders

• The new core day

• The value of volunteers (who are “not free labour”)

• BAME women in the CJS

• Access to funding streams for smaller organisations

• PbR

• Encouraging funders to standardise their 
processes and set realistic targets 

• Lobby private sector organisations to give better 
sub-contracting deals to VCSE organisations.

representing the sector

• Facilitate a criminal justice zone 
at party conferences.

• Rethink the timing of Clinks’ Task and Finish papers.

• Share the platform more with other infrastructure 
organisations or members with relevant expertise

• More opportunities for organisations to 
feedback directly to government

• Make the focus groups larger

• Work more closely with other specialist 
infrastructure organisations when 
developing specific projects.

supporting mergers, partnerships 
and joint-working

• Act as a broker to bring organisations 
together/merge/build consortia

• Develop toolkits and provide consultancy support.



CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment     
                      CLInKS | An ImpACt ASSeSSment

34

commissioning/contracting

• Engage with private sector organisations 
to co-design probation services

• Act as a co-ordinating body for smaller VCSE 
organisations interesting in bidding for contracts

• Link big primes with smaller VCSE organisations

• Encourage funders to fund consortia of 
VCSE organisations to deliver services

• Clinks should bid for large contracts  which can 
then be shared amongst other VCSE organisations.

developing professionalism

• Develop accreditation or quality standards/mark

• Share good practice

• Support with impact measurement

• Best-practice compliance review.

information-sharing

• A more accessible blog with sections 
relating to specific subjects

• A comprehensive directory of charities 
and foundations in the Sector

• A calendar of upcoming events so VCSE 
organisations can make sure their events do 
not coincide with other organisations’ events

• More filtering on the online directory

• Q&A section on Clinks’ website

• Greater use of social media and video conferencing

• Share information more widely 
i.e. outside the Sector.

specific information on:

• Clinks’ contact with MOJ and commissioners

• How to access funding

• Welfare reform changes and how they affect 
people in the criminal justice sector

• Safeguarding of children/vulnerable adults 

• Changes to the DBS

• List of organisations with experience of 
carrying out evaluations in the Sector

• Working with prime contractors

• Bidding and contracting processes

• Toolkits around working with specific 
demographic groups disproportionately 
represented within the CJS.

Working with other infrastructure organisations

• Lobby government with other 
infrastructure organisations

• Provide leadership for MOJ-funded 
infrastructure organisations

• Broker relationships for other 
infrastructure organisations.

more recognition for clinks and its role

• Promote value of its work as an 
infrastructure organisation

• Develop and maintain relationships at 
MOJ/NOMS on an on-going basis

• Make contact at a senior level in the private sector

• Be more proactive in approaching prime providers.

Other

• More discounts for members

• Start-up office-space for VCSE organisations.
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end nOtes

1. VIp was developed by nCVO, triangle Consulting 
and the third Sector Research Centre.

2. State of the Sector, Clinks 2012.

3. the term ‘Sector’ is used to describe VCSe organisations 
working with offenders in england and Wales.

4. VIp was developed by nCVO, triangle Consulting 
and the third Sector Research Centre.

5. this feedback was collected from 39 people who had 
attended Clinks’ Volunteering in prison’ training course.

6. this feedback was collected from 36 people 
who had attended Clinks’ ‘Volunteering with 
offenders in the community’ training course.

7. this feedback was collected from 18 people 
who had attended Clinks’ ‘Understanding the 
CJS and Outcomes Focus’ training courses.

8. the vast majority (over 90%) of those who responded 
to our online surveys said that Clinks helps the Sector 
to share information and learn from each other.

9. 78% said Clinks helps the Sector to develop shared values 
and a common purpose and 83% said Clinks helps the 
Sector to build strong cross-sector working/partnerships.

10. Over three-quarters (76%) of VCOs and over two-
thirds (67%) of non-VCSe contacts said they felt 
Clinks was doing enough to promote the Sector.

11. Over four-fifths (81%) of VCOs and nearly two-thirds 
(64%) of non-VCSe contacts said they felt Clinks 
was doing enough to represent the Sector.

12. Over two-thirds (70%) of VCOs and said they felt 
Clinks was doing enough to provide specialist 
support to VCSe organisations in the Sector.

13. Over two-thirds (66%) of VCOs said they felt Clinks was 
doing enough to identify priority areas and solutions.
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