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Formalising your group
From casual to consolidated, a step-by-step guide.
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[bookmark: _Toc241057304]Formalising an informal group
Many peer groups start informally. You might begin with a few people meeting regularly, without needing a committee or complicated format.
As your group grows, you may decide that a more formal structure would be useful.
This resource explains some of the things to think about when deciding the right thing for your group.
[bookmark: _Toc241057305]Main points
Not every peer group needs to become formal
You do not have to formalise your group just because it has been running for a long time
Becoming more formal can create new opportunities, but it can also create new responsibilities
There are different ways to work with existing organisations instead of creating your own organisation
Choose an approach that suits your group's purpose, size and goals
Get advice before making major decisions about your group's legal or organisational structure
[bookmark: _Toc241057306]What does it mean to become more formal?
An informal peer group might be organised by one or more members without having a formal legal or organisational structure.
As the group develops, you might start to need clearer ways of managing things such as:
Money
Responsibilities
Decision-Making
Volunteers
Privacy
Insurance
Funding
Partnerships with other organisations.
Formalising does not necessarily mean creating your own organisation.
There are different options depending on what your group needs.
[bookmark: _Toc241057307]When is the right time to formalise?
You might think about formalising your group if you are:
Applying for larger or ongoing funding
Managing a larger budget
Regularly collecting or spending money
Making regular venue bookings
Entering into agreements with other organisations
Taking on volunteers
Growing your membership
Organising larger activities or events
Taking on responsibilities that are becoming difficult for one person to manage

These things do not automatically mean that you need to formalise your group.
They can be signs that it is worth discussing what structure would work best.
[bookmark: _Toc241057308]What is the best option for my group?
Before choosing a formal structure, think about why you are considering it and ask yourself:
What problem are we trying to solve?
What would becoming more formal allow us to do?
What new responsibilities might it create?
Do members want the group to become more formal?
Do we have people who have the time and capacity to take on additional responsibilities?
Could an existing organisation help us instead?
You may find that your group only needs to make one or two parts of the way you work more organised.
If you are curious about whether to formalise your group, you have a few options to consider:
[bookmark: _Toc241057309]1: Staying informal
Your group may decide that its current informal structure is working well.
You can still introduce simple systems to make the group easier to manage.

For example, you could:
Agree on who is responsible for different tasks
Keep simple records of money coming in and going out
Write down important group decisions
Agree on group expectations
Share leadership between several members
Create simple processes for communicating with members
You do not necessarily need to create a formal organisation to have a well-organised peer group.
[bookmark: _Toc241057310]2: Work with an existing organisation
Some peer groups work with an established community organisation, disability organisation, neighbourhood centre or other organisation.
An organisation may be able to provide support with things such as:
Administration
Venue access
Funding
Insurance
Financial management
Governance
Promotion
Volunteer management.
The organisation may also be able to receive or manage funding on behalf of the group.
Before entering an arrangement, make sure everyone understands:
What support the organisation will provide
What the peer group will remain responsible for
Who will make decisions
How money will be managed
Whether there are any costs
How the group's independence and peer-led approach will be maintained.
[bookmark: _Toc241057311]3: Create a formal structure
Some groups may eventually decide they want to establish their own formal organisation or structure.
This can give a group more independence and may make some types of funding, agreements or activities possible.
It can also create additional responsibilities.
The requirements will depend on the structure you choose and where your group operates.
Before taking this step, get advice about the options available and the responsibilities involved.
[bookmark: _Toc241057312]Governance and decision-making
Governance is about how your group makes decisions and who is responsible for them.

Think about:
Who makes decisions?
How are members involved?
Who has responsibility for different tasks?
What happens when people disagree?
How will leadership be shared or changed over time?
Clear roles can help prevent too much responsibility falling on one person.
[bookmark: _Toc241057313]Money and financial management
If your group receives or spends money, think about how it will be managed.
You may need to consider:
Who can access the group's money
Who approves spending
Keeping records and receipts
Creating a simple budget
Reporting on how funding has been used
Search the Peer Connect website to read the Funding and Grants Guide for more information about finding funding.
[bookmark: _Toc241057314]Insurance
Depending on what your group does, where it meets and how it is organised, you may need to think about insurance.
For example, insurance requirements may be relevant when:
Hiring a venue
Organising activities or events
Working with volunteers
Entering into agreements with organisations
The type of insurance needed will depend on your group's activities and structure.
Ask the venue, partner organisation or an appropriate adviser what requirements apply to your group.
[bookmark: _Toc241057315]Privacy and information management
Privacy and confidentiality are important for peer groups whether they are formal or informal.
As your group grows or becomes more formal, you may start collecting or keeping more information about members. For example, you might have membership lists, contact details, registration forms or records connected with funding and activities.
Consider things like:
What information does your group need to collect?
Why are you collecting it?
Who can access it?
How will it be stored and managed?
Would becoming more formal create any additional privacy responsibilities?
Your group should already have clear expectations about confidentiality when members share personal experiences. Becoming more formal is a good opportunity to review these arrangements and check whether your approach to privacy and information management also needs to change.
If you are unsure about your group's privacy responsibilities, seek appropriate advice.
[bookmark: _Toc241057316]Volunteers and group roles
As your group grows, more people may become involved in organising or running it.
Think about things like:
What roles are needed
What each person is responsible for
How people will be supported in their roles
How responsibilities can be shared
How you will avoid one person having to do everything
[bookmark: _Toc241057317]Important to note
You don't have to do everything at once
Formalising a group can happen gradually.
For example, your group might first introduce clearer roles and financial records.
Later, you might partner with an organisation to apply for funding.
In the future, you might decide that establishing your own formal structure would help the group achieve its goals.
Or you might decide that staying informal continues to work well.
[bookmark: _Toc241057318]Getting advice
You do not have to make these decisions by yourself.
If your group is growing or considering a more formal structure, seek advice before making major financial, legal or organisational decisions.
Helpful people you could talk with:
Local community organisations
Neighbourhood or community centres
Peak bodies
Local councils
Organisations that support community groups
Appropriate legal, financial or insurance advisers.
Explain what your peer group does and what you are trying to achieve. They may be able to help you understand which options are suitable.
[bookmark: _Toc241057319]Questions to discuss with your group
Before deciding, talk together about:
Why are we considering becoming more formal?
What would we like to be able to do that we cannot do now?
What responsibilities would we be willing to take on?
Do we want to remain independent?
Would working with another organisation meet our needs?
Who has the time and capacity to take on additional responsibilities?
What advice do we need before deciding?
There is no single structure that is right for every peer group. The goal is to find an approach that supports your group without creating unnecessary work or responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc241057320]Related resources
Search the Peer Connect website for more:
Funding and Grants Guide
Sustaining and Evolving a Group
Start a Peer Group Workbook
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