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Preface

The Voluntary Sector Initiative (VSI) is a five-year $94.6 million initiative aimed at creating a closer
working relationship between the federal government and the voluntary sector. The purpose of the
initiative is to strengthen the voluntary sector’s capacity to engage in policy dialogue and to enhance
the relationship between the sector and the federal government, in order to better serve Canadians.
To this end, the Initiative was also designed to strengthen the capacity of the sector in areas of
knowledge, human resources financial support policy and public administration and also to improve
the regulatory and legal framework under which the sector operates.

Initially the VSI was coordinated through the Privy Council Office. In October 2002, at the end of
Phase I of the initiative, management responsibility for the coordination of the VSI was transferred to
Canadian Heritage. It was at that point that evaluation work was undertaken to examine certain
operational delivery and process issues, in particular how the VSI worked and any areas in need of
further improvement. The evaluation was conducted in order (a) to comply with Treasury Board
guidelines ensuring Parliament is adequately informed about the results achieved from the
expenditure of public funds; and (b) to provide an important base on which to build a more in-depth
impact evaluation analysis described below.

In 2003 as the evaluation progressed at Canadian Heritage and the final report was nearing
completion the program once again moved from one department to another. As a result of the
December 2003 realignment of departments the VSI functions were transferred to the newly created
Social Development Canada (SDC). The program arrived at SDC with a fully completed Process
Evaluation of the Voluntary Sector Initiative which needed to be approved for publication.

The VSI is very much a unique initiative; it is essentially a co-managed experiment at building a
working relationship in the social development field between the federal government and the voluntary
sector. Essentially the process evaluation undertaken focuses on exploring the relationship and
governance structures emerging between the federal government and the voluntary sector and how
these have been improved by the processes associated with the implementation and delivery of the VSI.

To supplement the current evaluation findings, Social Development Canada is about to
commence a more in-depth evaluation of the Voluntary Sector Initiative’s longer-term impact
effects. Specifically the following key areas will be the focus of future work:

» What has been the value-added to the federal government operations and activities as a
result of the VSI?

» Similarly what has been the value-added from the Sector’s perspective? and

» What have been the benefits for social development processes across Canadian society
as a whole?

In addition to the above, the other standard evaluation requirements set out in the Treasury Board
Policy on Evaluation will also be addressed.
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Executive Summary

Introduction: The VSI as an Experiment in Two Dimensions

In Canada, as elsewhere, the roles of both government and the voluntary sector — and the
relationship between the two — are undergoing important changes. In recent years, governments
have recognized that they cannot go it alone in policy development or service delivery, but need
to work cooperatively with the private and voluntary sectors to achieve their desired results. For
its part, the Canadian voluntary sector, like those in other countries, has begun to act more
collectively as a sector and is seeking a stronger voice and more active participation in policy
processes. The five year, $94.6 million Voluntary Sector Initiative (VSI) that was announced in
June 2000 is an unprecedented exercise in working together for the Government of Canada and
the voluntary sector. The objectives of the VSI are to strengthen the voluntary sector's capacity
to meet the challenges of the future and to enhance the relationship between the sector and the
federal government.

The VSI is unlike any exercise in joint work between government and the voluntary sector that
has ever been undertaken in Canada, or elsewhere for that matter. It is first of all distinguished
by its scope. As part of its overarching goals of capacity and relationship building, the VSI
undertook a wide range of specific tasks: developing an Accord between the Government of
Canada and the voluntary sector and associated codes of good practice related to funding and
policy dialogue; improving the sector’s access to the benefits of technology; increasing
recognition of the sector among the public and government; developing new knowledge and
research about the sector; enhancing human resource and other skills; promoting the role of
volunteerism as a legacy of the United Nations International Year of Volunteers in 2001;
improving the regulatory climate; and enhancing the ability of voluntary organizations to
participate in policy development. The VSI is not only comprehensive in its objectives, but it is
also fundamentally about building a better relationship between the Government of Canada and
the voluntary sector. In this sense, both product and process are important.

Second, the joint process for achieving these objectives is innovative. In the first phase of the
VSI, from the fall of 2000 to the fall of 2002, six “Joint Tables” and a joint coordinating
committee worked together to deliver on this broad agenda. Each Joint Table was comprised
of 14-16 members chosen in equal number from the public service of Canada and the voluntary
sector, and each was co-chaired.

The third defining feature of the VSI is its scale. The Joint Table phase of the Initiative was aimed
at engaging the Government of Canada, as a whole, and Canada’s voluntary sector, as a sector.
This scale meant that both a large number of federal departments and the broad diversity of the
voluntary sector needed to participate in some manner or be consulted as part of the Initiative.

The Joint Table phase of the VSI was thus an exercise in collaboration and in horizontal
management. The first could be thought of as its vertical dimension — working jointly between
government and the voluntary sector. The second is its horizontal dimension — managing the
process across government and within the voluntary sector.
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A Process Evaluation

This evaluation is part of the ongoing learning process of the VSI. It was commissioned in the
spirit of the VSI itself as a joint undertaking by the Government of Canada and the voluntary
sector. This report is an evaluation of the process of the VSI. Its purpose is to assess how the
VSI worked and how well it worked up to the end of the two year Joint Table phase that ended in
October 2002. The evaluation considers all of the components of the VSI except the program
known as Sectoral Involvement in Departmental Policy Development (SIDPD) which has been
evaluated separately.

In examining the process, the evaluation focuses on assessing the conduct of the VSI from the
perspective of those who were directly involved because they had some responsibility for
carrying out work on behalf of the Initiative. While not strictly a self-evaluation, the insights of
participants are valuable because they have first hand knowledge of what was effective and what
was not. In addition, because they are senior public servants and voluntary sector leaders, many
of whom had previous experience in working collaboratively, they are well placed to provide
critical judgments and make constructive suggestions for improvements.

This evaluation draws on multiple sources of evidence including a full review of the documents
produced for the VSI and an extensive set of interviews. A total of 102 structured interviews,
lasting on average one hour and twenty minutes, were conducted from mid February to mid April
2003 with a cross-section of VSI participants drawn in roughly equal number from the
Government of Canada and the voluntary sector.'

Four key evaluation questions are addressed:

» How effective were the structures, policies and operations of the VSI in helping the
Initiative achieve its objectives?

» What were the success factors and what were the barriers to effective collaboration
and horizontal management?

» What could have been done differently and more effectively, and what were the
realistic, practical alternatives?

> What are the lessons learned for future, sustainable collaboration between the Government
of Canada and the voluntary sector and for horizontal management within each?

The Components of the VSI: An Overview

The VSI was designed both to facilitate joint work and incorporate a broad basis of participation
across the federal government and the voluntary sector. The VSI was intentionally decentralized,
meaning that its responsibilities were spread across a number of joint mechanisms and federal
departments.

' Their perceptions of the effectiveness of the various parameters and processes of the VSI were assessed in a systematic way
by asking for ratings (on a 0 to 10 scale) of the key dimensions. These ratings were supplemented by more open-ended
questions that enabled participants to elaborate, in their own words, on how and why the process worked as it did.
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Joint Mechanisms

The primary vehicles for collaboration between the Government of Canada and the voluntary
sector were six Joint Tables:

Joint Accord Table (JAT)

Awareness Joint Table (AJT)

Capacity Joint Table (CJT)

Information Management/Information Technology (IM/IT)
National Volunteerism Initiative Joint Table (NVI)

Joint Regulatory Table (JRT)

VVVVVYY

Several smaller collaborative mechanisms focused on specialized and often pre-existing work,
such as the Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering and Participating and an Experts Group on
Non-profit Law and Liability.

Separate Components

In addition to the matters addressed in a joint manner, there were several separate activities. On
the voluntary sector side, these included two Working Groups (on Advocacy and on Financing)
and two Reference Groups (representing the Aboriginal and visible minority communities). On
the government side, there was a Study on Funding, the development of a Satellite Account at
Statistics Canada, and ongoing work at Industry Canada on reform of legislation governing
federal incorporation of nonprofits.

Coordination and Governance

A Joint Coordinating Committee (JCC) was charged with responsibility for coordinating the
various components of the VSI. For the Government of Canada, political leadership was
provided by a Reference Group of Ministers and by an Assistant Deputy Minister (ADM)
Executive Committee. They were assisted by a broader ADM Advisory Committee and by three
interdepartmental committees. On the voluntary sector side, leadership was assigned to a body
known as the Voluntary Sector Steering Group (VSSG). It was built around a core group, the
Voluntary Sector Roundtable, which was an unincorporated association of 12 representatives of
national organizations and coalitions from the major parts of the sector that had provided policy
leadership for the sector since the mid 1990s. It also included the sector co-chairs of the Joint
Tables, the chairs of the sector only Working and Reference Groups, and the sector members of
the JCC.

The main components of the VSI are illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1

Main Components of the Voluntary Sector Initiative
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Departmental Decentralization

Because the Joint Tables and other collaborative mechanisms were not themselves legal entities,
they could not hold and administer their own budgets, so ten government departments played
important roles in financial administration and as secretariat support. These departments tended
to act relatively autonomously in serving their Joint Tables and managing their funding
envelopes. This autonomy was reinforced by the fact that they were under no requirement to
report to any central body of the VSI on their activities.

Secretariat Support

Staff resources for the VSI were structured so as to support both its joint and its decentralized
nature. The Initiative was supported by two main secretariats. The Voluntary Sector Task Force
(VSTF), housed at the Privy Council Office, coordinated and supported the government’s VSI
activities and its relationship with the voluntary sector. An innovative feature of the VSI was the
creation of a separate secretariat for the voluntary sector, the Voluntary Sector Initiative
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Secretariat (VSIS), that was responsible for supporting the sector's participation and for
communicating with and engaging the broader sector. Both jointly served the JCC and the Joint
Accord Table. Most of the other Joint Tables had their own secretariats which were housed in
departments and staffed mainly by public servants, although several hired some members from
the voluntary sector as well.

Results of the VSI to the End of the Joint Table Phase

Although this evaluation is not an assessment of the products or the outcomes of the VSI, it is
helpful to have a sense of what has been achieved to the end of the Joint Table phase. These
impacts can be measured in several ways.

Objectives Met

The first test is whether the work got done. And, for the most part, it did. However, it took much
longer than initially expected to get the Joint Tables up and running. There was then a lengthy
period — some 10 months for most — of relationship building, visioning, discussion of mandates and
development of workplans. So, completing work to schedule did not always go exactly as planned.

A Better Relationship

A second test is whether, at the end of two years of working together, participants felt that the
relationship between the Government of Canada and the voluntary sector had improved. The
general view held by both sides is that the relationship was moderately better at the end than it
had been at the beginning.

Perceptions of the Process

A third measure is the self-assessment by participants of how effective the VSI was as a process
and in accomplishing its objectives. In general, both process and outcomes were rated as
moderately effective, on average 6.9 and 6.7 (out of 10) respectively. Finally, was the VSI seen
to be a worthwhile endeavour for: the voluntary sector; the Government of Canada; and
participants themselves? The answers are a definite yes on all three counts, as expressed equally
by the voluntary sector and government participants.

The Key Evaluation Questions

The four evaluation questions addressed in this report are intended to explain the factors that
account for both the successes and the shortcomings of the VSI process.
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1.  How effective were the structures, policies and operations of the
VSl in helping the Initiative achieve its objectives?

As governments and the voluntary sector have gained experience in working collaboratively,
some of the important factors that contribute to success in collaboration and horizontal
management have become clearer. These include:*

Acknowledgment of the Need for Collaboration and Horizontality
Clarity and Realism of Purpose

Establishment of Clear and Robust Arrangements

Commitment, Ownership and Leadership

Development and Maintenance of Trust

Governance, Accountability and Organizational Learning

VVVVVYVYY

To what extent did each of these factors contribute to the effectiveness of the VSI?

1.1 Acknowledgment of the Need for Collaboration and Horizontality

The commitment to working jointly and the means for achieving this were shaped in important
ways by several developments in the five year period leading up to the creation of the VSI in
2000. During this period, the relationship between the voluntary sector and the Government of
Canada underwent significant change. The early to mid 1990s had been a difficult period in their
relationship. Federal Program Review imposed significant cuts on the funding of a wide variety
of voluntary organizations, particularly on those engaged in advocacy, and their legitimacy was
questioned by portraying them as “special interests.”

The first major step in changing the relationship was taken in 1995 when leaders representing
most parts of the sector came together to form the Voluntary Sector Roundtable and it began to
assume a critical role in providing policy leadership. Following the 1997 election, the federal
government began to take steps to implement commitments made to better engage the sector. An
interdepartmental committee of ADMs, led by Revenue Canada (now the Canada Revenue
Agency), was at first put in charge of this process. The committee did not make significant
progress, however, because it had no dedicated staff resources and because Revenue Canada’s
mandate was too narrowly focused on charities to build a broad community of interest across
departments. It was evident that a more central focus was needed, so in 1998 the Voluntary
Sector Task Force, based at the Privy Council Office, was established.

As government moved forward in implementing its commitments, it took another innovative
step. Rather than preparing the standard Memorandum to Cabinet which would have entailed
strict requirements for secrecy, a less formal ‘Aide Mémoire’ was developed that enabled public
servants to test ideas with voluntary sector leaders. It is an example of how traditional
mechanisms of policy development can be made more flexible in order to accommodate greater
openness and collaboration.

See Bob Hudson and Brian Hardy, “What is a Successful Partnership and How Can it be Measured?” in Caroline Glendinning,
Martin Powell and Kirstein Rummery, eds., Partnerships: New Labour and the Governance of Welfare. Bristol: The Policy
Press, 2002, pp. 549-64; see also Mike Smith and Mike Beazley, “Progressive Regimes, Partnerships and the Involvement of
Local Communities: A Framework for Evaluation,” Public Administration, 78, 4, 2000, pp. 855-78; and V. Lowndes and C.
Skelcher, “The Dynamics of Multi-Organisational Partnerships,” Public Administration, 76, 1998, pp. 437-54.
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The Voluntary Sector Roundtable had undertaken a crucial step of its own during this period by
setting up the [Broadbent] Panel on Governance and Accountability in the fall of 1997. This
independent panel of experts was tasked with conducting research, consulting broadly, and
making recommendations on improving accountability in the voluntary sector. The Broadbent
Panel saw its mandate as an opportunity not only to consider how governance and accountability
might be enhanced within the voluntary sector, but to address how the sector’s relationships with
governments, particularly the federal government, might be improved. Its February 1999 report,
containing more than forty recommendations, was a milestone for the sector, both because it set
out an agenda for action and because it gave the sector confidence and greater cohesion.

At this point, both government and the sector recognized that the best way to proceed was in a
joint manner. An innovative idea for a structure for how to do this — the concept of a “joint table”
— was proposed. In the spring of 1999, three co-chaired Joint Tables, known collectively as
Working Together, were created with seven members each from government and the voluntary
sector (as chosen by the sector). From all accounts, Working Together was highly successful,
affording open and honest dialogue about policy issues and, in a mere four months, arrived at a
set of a 26 consensual recommendations for improving the relationship, building capacity and
reforming the regulatory framework.

Following the release of the Working Together report in September 1999, there was a long hiatus
as government developed a Memorandum to Cabinet, and by requirement did so in secret. Before
finalizing it, government officials took an unusual step in consulting with the voluntary sector
representatives who had participated in Working Together. The sector leaders suggested certain
financial targets and they were accepted. Because almost a year had passed by this time, the
Government of Canada and the voluntary sector wanted to move quickly in establishing the VSI,
getting it funded, and being able to produce some early deliverables. Therefore, some critical
decisions regarding its structural design were based largely on the success of past experience.
This run-up period set a positive tone for what would follow and ensured that the first principle
of effective collaboration — acknowledgment of the need for joint work — was met and sustained
throughout the ensuring process.

1.2 Clarity and Realism of Purpose

Most of the goals and objectives of the VSI were taken directly from the recommendations of
Working Together, carrying forward approximately 60 percent of its proposals. Because there
appeared to be an open policy window at the time, all of these objectives were pushed through it
at once, without establishing priorities among them. This made for a broad agenda, perhaps
necessarily so given the work of its predecessor.

Was the mandate of the VSI too broad? The majority view among participants is that the VSI
suffered from goal overload. While Working Together had been focused around three themes —
relationship, capacity building, and regulation — the mandate of the VSI appeared diffuse and
without clear priorities that were sequenced in time. Of course, assessment of whether a mandate
is too broad depends in large part on the time frame. Most VSI participants felt that, given the
broad mandate, more time was required. This was particularly so because considerable time was
spent at the front end in developing relationships and building trust within the Joint Tables
before they turned to the content of their work. If the mandate had been more focused and issues
prioritized, however, a two-year period would probably have been sufficient.
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Perhaps a more significant factor than the breadth of the mandate was how adequately it was
communicated to those responsible for carrying it forward and the extent to which there was a
common agreement between both partners as to what was part of the mandate and what was not.
Clarity of purpose was hindered by an initial lack of focus on outcomes. At the start, no one
defined what success would look like and there was no clear ‘endgame’ in sight. Visioning
exercises were eventually undertaken and these were extremely useful, but they were introduced
relatively late in the process.

The mandate was also clouded by the status of three of the voluntary sector’s key issues: 1) the
regulation of advocacy; 2) access to tax benefits; and 3) financing the sector. Whether the
government had stated unequivocally that these were off the table for discussion, or whether
ministers were prepared to discuss them at a later point, albeit not initially, remained ambiguous
to most of the voluntary sector participants, and thus became an ongoing source of criticism.

Clarity of their own mandates had an impact on the work of the Joint Tables. The clearer its
mandate, the more swiftly a Joint Table got on with its work. Several Joint Tables spent
considerable time, in some cases more than a year, debating, defining or redefining the mandate.
In part, this may have been due to a sense among some participants that they had a certain luxury
of time. Members of two Joint Tables believed that they had five years, not two, in which to
complete their work. This confusion is understandable given that all of the public announcements
described the VSI as being a five year initiative, and the reality was not clarified or, at least, was
not fully processed by Joint Table members.

The Joint Regulatory Table ran into a serious crisis — indeed, almost imploded — as a direct result
of the lack of clarity of its mandate. The problem was that the mandate was contained in the
Memorandum to Cabinet and thus could be read only by the government members. The JRT had
begun its work quite promptly, taking a broad interpretation of what it presumed to be its goals.
Some eight months into this process, a new government member noted that the actions being
pursued overstepped the mandate, and these had to be curtailed. Means of communicating the
mandate beyond the Memorandum to Cabinet, such as a briefing for the table members or
establishing written terms of reference, might have gone a long way to averting the crisis.

1.3 Establishment of Clear and Robust Arrangements
The four main challenges for the VSI in establishing a structural framework were to:

» develop mechanisms for collaboration;

» involve a broad range of participants from both the voluntary sector and government;
» create means for coordinating the various components of a decentralized initiative; and
» provide adequate financial and staff resources to support its work.

The Joint Work

As a vehicle for collaboration, the Joint Table model that had been so successful in Working
Together, seemed to be the obvious choice. Based on the assessments of both government and
voluntary sector participants, it was a good choice. The Joint Tables facilitated frank discussions
that promoted the development of trust and greater mutual understanding.

The nature of the tasks assigned to the Joint Tables varied greatly from policy work, such as
developing the Accord, to more operational activities such as designing specific projects to
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enhance capacity. The working styles used by the Joint Tables for accomplishing their work also
differed. Two of the Joint Tables (Joint Accord and JCC) described their approach as being akin
to a policy board in which the members gave directions to staff, reviewed their work and took
action based on it. Several others took a more operational approach in which members were very
hands-on, dealing directly with details that a policy board might have assigned to staff. Others
used a combination of the two styles, depending on the task at hand and evolving over time.

Was one style more effective than the others? Not necessarily. The Joint Tables that seemed to
be most successful both in relationship building and in achieving their goals were those that were
more policy oriented than operational, that made effective use of staff, that had clear mandates to
begin with, and that had strong leadership from the co-chairs.

Involving the Voluntary Sector and Government

In an initiative intended to bring together the voluntary sector, as a sector, and the Government
of Canada, as a whole, an important question is: who legitimately represents and speaks for
each? This is necessarily a more complex issue for the voluntary sector than for government.

The VSI explicitly chose a model of representation that focused on individuals, not
organizations. It brought people into the process who collectively represented a broad, diagonal
slice of the sector. Ensuring broad representation was the responsibility of the voluntary sector.
An independent selection committee was charged with managing an open and inclusive
nomination process and selecting individuals according to a matrix of criteria (such as region,
size of organization, sub-sector, etc.).

A remarkable aspect of this process was the level of interest within the sector. The call for
nominations received an enormous response, with more than 1000 applications received.
Drawing from this list, the voluntary sector achieved a reasonable degree of representation for
their 65 places on the Joint Tables and Working Groups, although the Aboriginal and visible
minority communities were initially under represented and the Initiative never managed to
maintain strong participation from Quebec.

The disadvantage of this diagonal slice approach is that it did not necessarily bring people to the
table with broad leadership and policy skills. The representatives of small organizations who had
no previous experience in policy development or in working with the federal government
sometimes found it a challenge to contribute effectively in this context.

On the government side, some 23 departments were involved, but there was only one participant
from outside the National Capital Region.

Structures for Horizontal Management

The recommendation of the Working Together report had been to have a central implementation
team, supported by the Voluntary Sector Task Force. This was considered by government to be
impractical because the Privy Council Office does not have the program authority to hold funds.
In addition, there had to be incentives for relevant departments to come on board in the
implementation phase. This would be facilitated if they had direct involvement and some control
over financial administration.
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In setting up the VSI, a key issue then was to determine how many Joint Tables would be
needed. From the perspective of the VSTF at least a joint table with responsibility for developing
the high priority Accord and a joint steering committee were required. The departments charged
with various pieces of the VSI signaled that they also wanted to adopt the Joint Table model.
This led to the establishment of six Joint Tables, each of which was affiliated with a department
rather than being under the direct control of a common centre.

The complexity of this decentralized design was problematic from the perspective of both
government and voluntary sector participants. The structure was commonly described as being
laborious and cumbersome. Simply put, more structure meant more process. Because the Joint
Tables were ‘owned’ by departments, neither the JCC nor any other central body could drive the
process; they could only monitor it. This produced a general sense that an inordinate amount of
time had to be spent in process — in coordinating, communicating, managing the information
flow, and so forth.

Financial and Staff Resources

The VSI had a total budget of $94.6 million over five years. The amount allocated to the two
year Joint Table phase (excluding the funding for SIDPD) was approximately $58.1 million.
In total, the funding was allocated among the activities shown in Figure 2.

FIGURE 2

Allocation broken down by activity (in millions)

The overall amount of funding for the VSI was seen by participants to be wholly adequate. The
distribution of resources, both across the different activities of the VSI and over fiscal years was
an issue, however. The main challenge stemmed from the fact that the budget allocations had to
be established at the outset, long before the specific objectives and work plans that were to be
developed through the joint process were known. In addition, funding went to individual
departments and not to the horizontal initiative as a whole so it could not be easily moved across
departments and programs. For many of the Joint Tables, the process of building relationships
and learning to work together took more time than had been anticipated. Consequently, the
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budget profile did not match actual spending needs very well, particularly in the first year, which
resulted in some funding being lapsed (meaning it was not spent and was returned to the
government’s Consolidated Revenue Fund).

For the most part, the