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Introduction
This paper summarises the key themes that emerged from two focus groups run by DJS Research as part of the Scottish third Sector Tracker project, conducted on 16th March 2026. The focus groups were designed to explore third sector organisations’ current experiences and perspectives on the upcoming Scottish election, funding and relationships and the impact from recent changes in the socio-political environment1 to provide qualitative insight to complement the Tracker’s more quantitative findings.
Participants included representatives from a range of third sector organisations in Scotland, reflecting diversity in size, geography, and area of operation. The findings presented here highlight common issues, points of divergence, and emerging trends raised during the discussions.
These insights are intended to inform policymakers, funders, and sector bodies about the challenges facing the third sector.

Methodology 
This research used qualitative focus groups to explore participants’ perspectives on the upcoming Scottish election, the changing funding landscape and relationships with funders. Focus groups were selected to facilitate interaction between participants and to generate rich, collective accounts of shared experiences, attitudes, and meanings associated with the topic.
Participants were recruited from member organisations of the Scottish third sector tracker who had reported funding delays or reductions in the latest wave. Recruitment took place via email.
A total of 12 participants took part in the research, across two focus groups2, each consisting of six participants. This group size was considered appropriate to promote discussion while allowing all participants the opportunity to contribute.
Data were collected through semi-structured focus groups conducted online on March 16th, 2026. Each focus group lasted approximately 45 minutes and was facilitated by a trained researcher from DJS, with a second researcher present to take notes. A topic guide was developed by SCVO and DJS and shared with participants in advance of the focus groups.
DJS provided detailed notes and recordings of the focus groups to SCVO. Data were analysed using thematic analysis and a summary of the discussion and key findings are captured here. Confidentiality has been maintained by removing identifying information.

Summary
Across both focus groups, third sector organisations expressed deep concern about funding insecurity, significantly worsened by the timing of the upcoming Holyrood elections. Many reported delayed decisions, reduced awards, or complete loss of long-standing funding, leaving organisations unable to plan, retain staff, or meet growing community demand. As one participant put it, “everyone is hanging on ‘are we going to get funding, are we going to be able to continue?” Multi-year, core funding was identified as the most urgent need, with another noting the destabilising cycle of short-term funding: “By September, you stop planning and you start winding down… then you find out and you ramp up again.” 
Participants described a sharp rise in community need—including mental health crises, trauma, youth violence, and financial hardship—while their own workforce is exhausted and overstretched following the pandemic. Organisations are increasingly unable to meet demand, with one stating, “people [are] coming to them in absolute crisis… more and more need that we can see and can evidence.” Another highlighted the emotional toll: “We’ve had to refuse a referral, which breaks my heart.” 
Experiences with local authorities and procurement were overwhelmingly negative. Procurement processes were seen as bureaucratic, opaque, and often favouring larger organisations with more capacity to navigate them. As one participant put it bluntly, “apart from big organisations we’re all far too busy to engage with procurement.” Others raised concerns about poor decision-making and lack of transparency, noting “a lack of transparency… about why decisions [are made]” and frustration that funding could go to those who “talk a good game” rather than those delivering impact. Direct funding routes and outcome-focused, relationship-based approaches were strongly favoured.
Partnership working was viewed as strong within the third sector but weak with statutory agencies. While collaboration between third sector organisations was described as “always very respectful and understanding,” partnerships with public bodies were seen as increasingly tokenistic. One participant remarked, “it’s not a partnership anymore… the NHS is promising our services to patients on our behalf.” There was a strong sense that lived experience and frontline expertise are being excluded from decision-making, with concerns this could worsen under future political changes.
The socio-political environment was widely described as bleak, with participants highlighting increasing polarisation, rising racism, community tensions, a housing emergency, and declining public services. One participant summarised this starkly: “The landscape is very bleak – there’s a housing emergency… infrastructure is falling down.” Others pointed to growing social challenges, including “rise in violence, gangs… [and] more racism on the bus.” This context is placing additional strain on already stretched organisations.
Overall, the groups emphasised that the third sector plays a critical front-line role but is being undermined by unstable funding, poor communication, and unrealistic expectations. As one participant noted, “the third sector 99% of the time is the first point of contact… we’re the people who know what’s going on in our communities.” They called for greater clarity, longer-term stability, fairer funding models, and genuine collaboration from government and funders to ensure the sector can continue to meet escalating need.

Key themes
Overarching mood 
Across both sessions, the tone was anxious, frustrated, and fatigued, driven largely by: 
· Funding uncertainty 
· Election-related delays 
· Increased demand for services 
· Deteriorating social conditions 
· Poor experiences with local authorities and procurement processes 

Participants described organisational and workforce burnout, rising community need, and a political/operational environment that feels increasingly unstable. 

Holyrood elections: concerns and expectations 
Shared themes: 
· High anxiety about funding continuity. Participants feel that elections cause delays in decisions, leading some organisations to pause planning or wind down activities. 
· Fear of political change. Participants raised concerns about the growing prominence of political parties and movements that they perceive as hostile towards marginalised communities. They highlighted the potential impact this could have on those communities and the organisations that represent and support them.
· Lack of clarity and communication from government about funding timelines and expectations. 
· Need for multi-year funding to allow for stability, staff retention, and forward planning. 
· Continuity regarded as positive, instability as harmful. 

Funding experiences and organisational impact
Participants in both groups described statutory funding in the following terms:
· Funding decisions delayed for many months or paused due to the election.
· Cuts to longstanding funding streams (even after 10 years in some cases).
· A sense of being taken for granted (“We shouldn’t have to put our team through this”).
· Losing staff or reducing hours due to uncertainty.
· Being unable to plan beyond a few months.

Impact:
· Increased unpaid labour and volunteer reliance.
· Inability to meet community need (some turning away referrals).
· Growing financial precarity: “Hanging on—are we going to get funding, can we continue?”
· Organisations carrying more risk as core funding falls while demand increases.

Strategies to mitigate impacts
· Applying to more independent funders.
· Avoiding local authority procurement due to excessive workload and low returns.
· Building informal partnerships with other small third sector organisations. 

Local authorities and procurement 
Core problems identified included: 
· Procurement widely seen as unfit for purpose. 
· Bureaucratic, opaque, and favouring larger organisations. 
· Allows “cowboy contractors” to undercut quality and subcontract cheaply. 
· Local authorities seen as inconsistent or poorly informed. 
· Some councillors described as not understanding what they are funding. 
· Uneven distribution of funds, especially in areas with mixed deprivation profiles. 
· Perceived power imbalance when partnerships are imposed or when the LA is both funder and gatekeeper. 

Suggested Improvements: 
· Participants suggested some improvements, including: 
· More relational, trust‑based funding, less paperwork. 
· Focus on outcomes rather than technical requirements. 
· Remove (“Get rid of it!”) or radically reform procurement. 
· Ensure third sector organisations can apply directly, rather than everything being routed through councils. 


Partnership working 
Participants thought that: 
· Partnerships within the third sector seen as respectful, collaborative, and effective. 
· Ad hoc collaborations with community groups, sports clubs, patient support groups are also fruitful. 
· Partnerships with statutory services (NHS, councils) are seen as generally poor. 

Participants report:
· NHS making promises on their behalf without consultation.
· Power imbalance where the funder dominates.
· Loss of opportunities to feed in lived experience.

There is strong desire to restore meaningful strategic partnership working, with smaller organisations emphasising that their insights are often missing from decision‑making.

Sociopolitical landscape
Participants report worsening conditions, including:

· Rising racism, misogyny, transphobia, and online‑influenced youth behaviour (“manosphere”).
· More community tensions and visible hardship.
· A “bleak” landscape with housing emergencies and lack of statutory services.
· Schools under severe strain, with teachers seeking trauma support.

Impact on Organisations:
· Surge in mental health crises and complex needs.
· Dramatic increases in referrals (up 55% in one case).
· Feeling that preventive work is impossible due to lack of capacity.
· Increased emotional burden: “We are traumatised ourselves after the pandemic.”

Key messages participants would send to funders
Across both groups, messages included:
· Communicate clearly and early.
· Stop delaying decisions—our services depend on certainty.
· Fund core costs and multi‑year stability.
· Focus on relationships and outcomes, not bureaucracy.
· Take lived experience and local knowledge seriously. 
· Recognise the vital role and real costs of third sector delivery. 

Across both focus groups, participants highlighted a sector under enormous strain. Funding insecurity—exacerbated by delays related to elections—sits at the core of nearly all challenges. Organisations are facing increased demand, more complex needs, and an exhausted workforce, while also navigating:
· Inconsistent support from government and local authorities,
· An unworkable procurement system,
· Rising social tensions, and
· Deteriorating partnership structures.
They consistently called for multi‑year fair funding, simpler processes, better communication, and genuine partnership that values their expertise.

Conclusions 
This paper reports findings from two focus groups with Scottish third sector organisations held in March 2026, exploring experiences of funding, the forthcoming Holyrood election, and the wider socio‑political environment. Participants described severe and growing funding insecurity, with election‑related delays, reduced or withdrawn long‑term funding, and a lack of clarity from government and funders making forward planning and staff retention increasingly difficult. Demand for services has risen sharply—particularly around mental health, poverty, trauma, and youth violence—while organisations face workforce exhaustion and are increasingly forced to turn people away. 
Relationships with local authorities and procurement systems were widely criticised as bureaucratic, opaque, and biased towards larger providers, with a strong call for multi‑year, core, and trust‑based funding focused on outcomes rather than processes. While partnership working within the third sector was viewed positively, engagement with statutory bodies was often described as imbalanced and performative. Overall, participants thought the sector being undermined by unstable funding, poor communication, and unrealistic expectations. Participants called for greater stability, clearer communication, fairer funding models, and genuine collaboration from government and funders.
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