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Introduction

There is much cynicism about the phrase ‘Big Society’.  It is clear that it is actually undermining
of the Big Society concept for anyone to imply that it is new, or that its origins are with a certain
type of political thinker or that any sense of overall responsibility for it might lie with any level of
government, any particular politician or any political party and its programme. David Cameron
certainly did not claim ownership of the concept when he made his first speech as Prime
Minister on the subject of the Big Society in Liverpool almost exactly a year ago.

Many people considering what the Big Society may be about point to the role that voluntary
organisations already play in Britain.  There are an estimated 900,000 voluntary sector
organisations (that is charities, social enterprises, housing associations, mutuals, research
organisations, co-operatives and other not-for-profit organisations).  They already help to
provide much of the structure for social action.

Some people will point to a history of charitable giving in this country that goes back to
Elizabethan times, the middle ages or even earlier.  Others will point to the co-operative
movement in the middle of the 19th century and previous government initiatives to give much
more support to the voluntary sector.  The church has a strong claim to say that the ‘Big
Society’ is at least partly what it has been about for 2000 years.  And faith is certainly the basis
of many people’s commitment to what might be called Big Society principles.

ACEVO set up the “Commission on the Big Society” in order to help the third sector leaders
that it represents help to define a vision of what the Big Society should mean.  Our aim was to
recommend practical steps that government (at all levels), third sector organisations and others
need to take to make that vision a reality. 

We did not want to be hung up on labels and we wanted to be clearly focussed on helping to
define what we think are the values of the Big Society, identifying barriers to achieving that
vision and recommending steps that the voluntary sector itself and government at all levels can
undertake to empower individuals and communities.

I am very grateful to all members of the Commission for their contributions to our work, to the
very many voluntary organisations that gave evidence to us and to the staff at ACEVO and
Ralph Michell, in particular, who was our secretary.

Chris Rennard
May 2011

Lord Rennard,
Chair of  the Commission on Big Society

Introduction
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T
he C
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ission on Big Society

The Commission on Big Society was set up by ACEVO with terms of reference to articulate
a vision of what needs to be achieved through the Big Society agenda, and to recommend
practical steps that government at all levels, third sector organisations, businesses and others
need to take to make that vision a reality. 

Membership:

• Lord Rennard (Chair)

• Hilary Belcher (Mosaic Clubhouse) 

• Lord Boateng

• Nick Boles MP 

• Phil Collins (The Times) 

• The Bishop of London 

• Matt Hyde (NUS) 

• Peter McGurn (Goodwin Centre) 

• Michael Quicke (CCLA)

• Srabani Sen (Contact a Family) 

• Jane Slowey (Foyer Federation)

• Dame Clare Tickell (Action for Children) 

• Ralph Michell (Secretary)

• Adam Leach (Stakeholder engagement)

The Commission took evidence from a wide range of voluntary organisations, private
businesses, national and local government representatives, think tanks and others between
January and April 2011. 

Full details on the Commission are available in the Appendix.

The Commission on Big Society
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Chapter 1 – More definition 

People are not clear on what the big society is. Our polling found that 78% of adults in the
UK believe the Government has failed to give people a clear idea of what the big society is.
Our survey suggested that over 30% of voluntary sector CEOs say they are unclear. The
result of the Government’s failure to communicate its own big society vision clearly,
consistently and compellingly has fuelled high levels of cynicism and we believe that it has
meant inconsistent policy-making. We believe the Government should articulate a clearer
definition of what it is that it is trying to achieve. Our own vision is a society in which power
and responsibility have shifted: one in which, at every level in our national life, individuals and
communities have more aspiration, power and capacity to take decisions and solve
problems themselves, and where all of us take greater responsibility for ourselves, our
communities and one another. We are clear, however, that this vision should not be equated
with reducing the size of the state, or lead to the state abdicating its responsibilities,
particularly with regard to the most vulnerable.  

Chapter 2 – Better partnership with the voluntary sector 

Our view is that the big society agenda is about shifts in power and responsibility, and is not
synonymous with the promotion of the voluntary sector. However it is clear that voluntary
organisations will act as crucial vehicles for people, individually and collectively, to take more
power over their lives and to take responsibility for the world around them. If the big
society is to be a success, the Government will need to ensure that it protects and
promotes this sector – and does not allow over-rapid and poorly-managed public spending
cuts to damage it disproportionately and irrevocably. Government will also need to ensure
that it works in partnership with voluntary organisations, rallying them to a common cause.
The Government risks doing the opposite and alienating the voluntary sector through the
way in which some parts of Government speak to the sector. Only 8% of voluntary sector
CEOs believe the Government has a good understanding of the voluntary sector, and only
25% believe the Government respects and values the sector as a partner. At the core of our
recommendations is a belief that Government needs to adopt a consistent and supportive
attitude to the voluntary sector that recognises the need for partnership and respect,
including for appropriate professional roles within the sector.  

We recognise that the voluntary sector itself will also need to change if it is to continue, and
grow, its role in empowering individuals and communities and acting as a vehicle for people
to take responsibility for the world around them. It will need to be self-critical as to the
degree to which it is genuinely empowering people rather than encouraging dependency.  It
needs to become more transparent and accountable to the public and become more
efficient in a time of austerity.  It also needs to adapt to generational change and its
implications for how people will increasingly view and interact with the voluntary sector. 

We recommend that umbrella bodies in the voluntary sector such as ACEVO and NCVO
take a lead in promoting these changes, and that Government implement the EU directive
on VAT which would make it easier for voluntary organisations to collaborate in seeking
efficiencies, without facing financial penalties for doing so.

Executive summary
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Chapter 3 – More statecraft 

We agree with the Prime Minister that “we need a government that actually helps to build
up the Big Society.” In playing that role, we believe the Government needs to show more
statecraft (understood as the art of conducting state affairs). 

To date there has been insufficient coordination across Whitehall, with insufficient definition
of, measurement of and accountability for success or failure in fostering the big society. We
also believe that Government could better align and target resources towards this agenda.

We make recommendations to the Cabinet Office’s Behavioural Insight Team, the Prime
Minister, the Chief  Secretary to the Treasury, and the National Audit Office on issues
relating to definition of, measurement of, and accountability for success in fostering the big
society. We also recommend a new, reformulated, big-society focused version of  the
Invest to Save Budget to invest in ground-breaking big society-related initiatives. 

National government and local government also need to be consistent.  The effect of the
way in which many local councils are cutting spending on the voluntary sector threatens to
undermine big society principles. 

To counter this danger, we recommend an amendment to the Public Services (Social
Enterprise and Social Value) Bill, the urgent adoption of  guidance to avoid
disproportionate local government cuts to the voluntary sector, and measures to improve
transparency on local government funding for the voluntary sector. We believe that if  it
chooses to provide many services directly rather than via external providers, local
government must be required to demonstrate reasons for doing so relating to public
interest or long-term value for money. 

In addition, building the big society (and the shifts in power and responsibility which we
consider to be at the heart of that agenda) will not just require state action to be
coordinated, with Whitehall departments and local councils pulling in the same direction. It
will also require a different kind of state – people working in the public sector having
different attitudes and skills, public sector assets being used to provide a platform for social
action, and public services acting to empower and to promote social responsibility. The
Government has embarked on an enormous public sector reform programme – but we
fear that it risks missing the opportunity to put the big society at its heart. 

To seize that opportunity, we recommend a programme to support culture change and
workforce training in local government, a new focus for the Government’s £10 million
support programme for new mutuals, a cross-government strategy led by DCLG, Cabinet
Office and Treasury on use of  public sector assets, and that the big society be put centre-
stage in the upcoming Public Service Reform White Paper. 

Finally, some communities will be better placed than others to make the big society vision a
reality. The Government lacks a credible plan for addressing this problem. It needs to find
one. 

In the short term, we recommend that the Government repeat, for March 2012, the £100
million Transition Fund but target it at the most deprived communities. In the longer term
we recommend that the Government formulate a comprehensive strategy for ensuring
that all communities, of  place and of  interest, have the capacity to achieve the
Government’s big society vision. We set out some of  what that strategy needs to cover. 
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Chapter 4 – Harnessing the power of the private sector 

It is clear to us that it is not just from individuals and communities that we should be asking
for greater social responsibility, but from businesses too. We see enormous potential for
businesses to empower people and support them to take responsibility for the world
around them, and we see some examples of excellent practice. But we also see too much
‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ (CSR) which is tokenistic, more about marketing than
making a difference. Much of business’s potential to contribute to the big society agenda
remains untapped.  We make a series of recommendations to the Government, the CBI,
IoD and Business in the Community to work together to catalyse a sea change in business
leadership. 

We also fear that changing patterns of working hours risk depriving a significant proportion
of the population of the time and opportunity to have a ‘community life’ – i.e. time and
opportunities to engage with and contribute to the communities they live in. 

We recommend that rather than launching a ‘national day to celebrate and encourage
social action,’1 the Government amend the Employment Rights Act 1996  to extend
employees’ existing right to take reasonable time off  for certain public duties (e.g. to serve
as magistrates, councillors or on the governing bodies of  schools) to enable them to take
reasonable time off, with the permission of  their employers, to serve a voluntary
organisation. We also recommend that brokerage between business and voluntary
organisations be scaled-up, and that Government incentivise employers to encourage and
facilitate employee engagement with charitable giving. 

Finally, we see a special role for the banking sector in acting as the ‘engine for social action’.
Currently, too many individuals and voluntary organisations are poorly served by the UK’s
financial services. The banks need to reconnect with the communities they operate in, rely
on, and, in theory, serve. The Project Merlin talks were a historic opportunity for the banks
to do that on a voluntary basis – but they did not take it. Their failure to do so is particularly
disappointing given the vast sums of public money that have been spent on keeping them
afloat. 

We recommend that the Government introduce a UK version of  the American
Community Reinvestment Act, using transparency to promote responsible lending to the
financially excluded and voluntary organisations, and that the Treasury introduce new tax
incentives to encourage such ‘social investment’. We also call on all UK banks to commit
to reinvesting 1% or more of  their pre-tax profits for social benefit. 

1 HM Government, The Coalition: our programme for government (2010)
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Chapter One

More definition
1.1 People are not clear what the big society is

Much has been written and said about the big society. Yet many people are unclear as to
what it is. A poll we commissioned from YouGov found that 78% of adults in the UK
believe the Government has failed to give people a clear idea of what the big society is
about,2 and even amongst people significantly more exposed to the agenda there is
confusion as to what it means. Comments such as the following were typical at the
discussion sessions we had around the country with charity leaders:  “There’s lots of
rhetoric, lots of speeches about big society, but I'm struggling to see what it means”;
“I'm more and more confused and coming to think it's just a smokescreen for cuts”; 
“I can’t tell whether this is a brave new world or a return to nineteenth-century
philanthropy.” When we polled charity chief executives and asked them to what extent
they agreed with the statement “I have a clear understanding of what the big society
means,” just over 58% agreed or strongly agreed, while just over 30% disagreed or
strongly disagreed.3

1.2 Why aren’t they clear? 

On a number of occasions, the Prime Minister has described the big society agenda as
consisting of three ‘strands’: 

“Social action.” “The success of the Big Society will depend on the daily decisions of
millions of people – on them giving their time, effort, even money, to causes around
them. So government … must foster and support a new culture of voluntarism,
philanthropy, social action.”

“Public service reform.” “We’ve got to get rid of the centralised bureaucracy that
wastes money and undermines morale. And in its place we’ve got to give
professionals much more freedom, and open up public services to new providers like
charities, social enterprises and private companies so we get more innovation,
diversity and responsiveness to public need.”

“Community empowerment.” “We need to create communities with oomph –
neighbourhoods who are in charge of their own destiny, who feel if they club together
and get involved they can shape the world around them.”4

However, a number of factors have made it difficult for the Government to
communicate this definition effectively. 

Firstly, different ministers and different parts of Government have spoken about the
‘big society’ in different ways. Whilst some have referred to it as a policy
“programme”5, others have described it as “a state of mind”.6 And whilst the Prime

2 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
3 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
4 David Cameron, speech July 2010, 

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572
5 E.g. http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/latest-news/2010/05/big-society-50248 
6 E.g. Paul Burstow, speech to Department of  Health voluntary sector board (2010)
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Minister has repeatedly used the three-stranded definition above, other departments
have strayed from it – for instance, the first paragraph of the Department of Health’s
White Paper on NHS reform states, “we believe that the NHS is an integral part of a
Big Society, reflecting the social solidarity of shared access to collective healthcare, and
a shared responsibility to use resources effectively to deliver better health.”7We
believe that the NHS, social solidarity through shared access to collective healthcare,
and responsible use of resources to deliver better health, are all good things which the
Government is right to protect and pursue. But that does not mean they form part of
the big society agenda, and it is this kind of blurring of boundaries that has allowed
some to portray the ‘big society’ as a vague catch-all. 

Secondly, the Government has struggled to thread together the three strands of the
Prime Minister’s definition above with a clear narrative, one that supports and explains
an agenda ranging from encouraging philanthropy to greater diversity of supply in
public services to community empowerment. The Government has tended, instead, to
list the constituent policy strands of its big society agenda (as per the above). When it
has sought to outline a narrative, it remains unclear. In a speech in July 2010, the Prime
Minister said: “You can call it liberalism. You can call it empowerment. You can call it
freedom. You can call it responsibility. I call it the Big Society.”8 In his maiden speech to
the Lords, the Government’s adviser on Big Society said that big society is a society
“in which government, business and the voluntary sector help to support and
empower citizens so that they no longer feel small.”9 In a speech in February 2011,
the Prime Minister said: “To me, there’s one word at the heart of all this, and that is
responsibility.  We need people to take more responsibility.  We need people to act
more responsibly… responsibility is the absolute key.”10 He then went on to say: “So,
what this is all about is giving people more power and control to improve their lives
and their communities.  That, in a nutshell, is what it is all about.”11

As a result of the Government never quite expressing a sufficiently compelling
narrative around the Big Society, there has been a proliferation of different
interpretations and definitions, and narratives not necessarily conducive to the success
of the project have become dominant. Many now paint the big society agenda as a
‘cover for cuts’, or over-emphasise a particular strand of the agenda (“it’s all about
volunteering”).   

Finally, and related to the lack of clarity on the narrative, the Government is pursuing
this agenda at the same time as significantly cutting public spending. It has also
sometimes defined big society in opposition to the state or to Whitehall (‘big
government’). Eric Pickles, for example, told the LGA, “we could replace big
government with the Big Society”12. Taken together, this has allowed people to see the
whole agenda as a cover for cuts. 

7 DH, Equity and excellence: Liberating the NHS (2010)
8 David Cameron, speech July 2010,

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572 
9 Lord Wei, speech to Lords, 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldhansrd/text/101005-0001.htm#10100520000462 
10 David Cameron, speech February 2011, 

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2011/02/pms-speech-on-big-society-60563
11 David Cameron, speech February 2011, 

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2011/02/pms-speech-on-big-society-60563 
12 Eric Pickles, speech to LGA in July 2010, 

http://www.edenarts.co.uk/big-society-eric-pickles-speech-at-the-lga-conference/  
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1.3 Why does it matter?

Does this matter? Some have argued that the result is greater debate about the big
society, greater interest, more people talking about it. But our sense is that this is
because people are interested in what they believe to be at the heart of the concept,
rather than because people are interested in it because they don’t understand it.
Typical responses were those of a third sector chief executive (“the big society does
resonate, there’s something strong there”) or of a left-of-centre think tank (“the
Government is definitely onto something”).13 Despite high levels of confusion
amongst the public on what the big society stands for, a sizeable 39% believe that “the
big society is a good idea and everyone should get behind it”, as against 35%
disagreeing and 26% answering “don’t know”.14 Our poll of voluntary sector chief
executives found that just over 63% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement
“the big society agenda is fundamentally a good thing”, with just under 19%
disagreeing or strongly disagreeing and just under 18% answering “don’t know”.15

Rather than generating interest, the lack of clarity and consistency around the big
society is in danger of generating inaction or cynicism, or of allowing decisions to be
taken which run contrary to the vision. It empowers the cynics, takes the wind out of
the sails of the enthusiasts, encourages people who do not understand the vision to
believe that if they carry on as usual in the end all the talk about ‘big society’ will go
away, and pushes potential allies into thinking that the agenda is simply an ideological
attack on the size and role of the state. It enables a disparate range of ideas and
schemes to be labelled as ‘big society’, diluting and distorting the concept. Finally, it
enables stakeholders across Government and other sectors to take decisions which
might ultimately undermine the big society agenda.

We do not believe that the Government should produce a tightly-defined blueprint
for what the Big Society will look like and how it is going to ‘implement’ it. The
Government has been rightly reticent about being too instructive or leaving nothing
to be shaped by others. We do, however, believe that for the reasons outlined above,
the Government needs to be clearer and more consistent in defining, and
constructing a narrative around, the big society vision.

1.4 What would a clearer definition of the big society look like?

At the core of what the Prime Minister and others have said on big society, we see a
proposition upon which there is a significant degree of consensus across the political
spectrum, in Westminster and beyond: namely for a shift of power and responsibility in
our society. 

Our definition of the big society as a vision for us to aim for would therefore be as
follows:

A society in which power and responsibility have shifted: one in which, at every
level in our national life, individuals and communities have more aspiration, power
and capacity to take decisions and solve problems themselves, and where all of us
take greater responsibility for ourselves, our communities and one another. 

13 Oral evidence to Commission on Big Society 
14 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
15 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
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Our definition intentionally does not cover the role or size of the state. We are clear
that our aim should be to empower individuals and communities and to promote
social responsibility – not the reduction of the state per se, however desirable that
may or may not be as a separate objective. The means to achieving the
empowerment and social responsibility we seek might, in some cases, be for the state
to ‘get out of the way’ and do less, but it might in others be for the state to do or
invest in more. And we are clear that greater empowerment and more social
responsibility should not mean the state abdicating its responsibilities, particularly with
regards to the most vulnerable. For instance, we should strive to build a more
empowered citizenry and a more responsible society in parallel to, rather than as a
replacement of, the state’s duty of care for vulnerable groups such as neglected or
disabled children. We explore these issues in more detail in Chapter 3.  

If this is the vision that animates the Government, then it is one we welcome. We do
so partly out of moral imperative – a belief that a good society is one in which, as far
as possible, individuals and communities determine their own futures, and in which we
all (individually and collectively) take responsibility for ourselves and the communities
around us. But partly too we do so because the nature and the scale of many of the
public policy challenges we face (tackling climate change, the consequences of an
ageing population, the provision of public services in a highly diverse consumer
society) means that those challenges cannot be addressed purely through the
assumption of responsibility and exercise of power by the state – they require others
to take responsibility, and to have the power to do so. 

We believe these shifts in power and responsibility are present in (and core to) David
Cameron’s three pillars of social action, public service reform and ‘communities with
oomph’. For instance, a greater culture of philanthropy and volunteering would be a
sign of individuals and businesses taking greater responsibility for the society around
them. Public service reform can mean, as with the introduction of individual budgets in
social care, people taking both greater responsibility and greater power and control
over their own lives. But the shifts in power and responsibility are often not spelt out
explicitly enough when the Government talks about ‘big society’. 

We believe that a clearer definition along these lines should make it easier for the
Government to build much wider support around its vision, and make it easier to
formulate, and ensure the implementation of, coherent policy around the Big Society
agenda.

1.5 From definition to action 

Our vision is for a redistribution of power and responsibility, so that at every level in
our national life, individuals and communities have more power to take decisions and
solve problems themselves, and where all of us take greater responsibility for
ourselves and for one another. 

Clearly, realising that vision will require action from across our society, from
Government to the voluntary sector to business. 

In the rest of this report we focus on key actions to enable each sector to play its
part in making the big society vision a reality. 

Powerful people, responsible society: the report of the Commission on Big Society 13
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Chapter Two

Better partnership with the 
voluntary sector 

The big society is not synonymous with promotion of the voluntary sector – but the
voluntary sector will be crucial to making the big society vision a reality. The Government
therefore needs to engage with the sector as a partner, and voluntary organisations
themselves need to ensure they continue to adapt to the changing environment they
operate in.

2.1 The voluntary sector: organised social action

We want individuals, communities and businesses to take greater social responsibility,
and want them to have the power to do so. We want them to be able to do so not
just through the framework of the state (paying taxes, electing governments, and
letting government act to solve problems) but alongside that framework too. That, as
we have set out in Chapter 1, is essentially what the big society agenda is. 

To some degree, that will involve individuals acting alone – helping friends or
neighbours, looking after their own health, taking responsibility for their children. But
there are clearly limits to what such individual acts can achieve. People will need, too,
to be able to act in association with others, and we will need social action to be
organised – volunteers to be trained, the donations of the many managed and
channelled to their most effective use, and so on. In other words, what we need is not
just social action, but organised social action. 

That, essentially, is what the voluntary sector is – organised social action. Voluntary
organisations enable people to take power and responsibility. They encourage and
enable people to take power - raising the aspirations of individuals and communities,
giving them the sense of ‘can do’, building their capacity to act, or they constitute the
means by which people come together to take power over their own lives or change
the world for people they care about, as illustrated by the boxes on the work of
Thames Reach and Mencap.

Voluntary organisations also act as a vehicle for people to take responsibility,
individually or collectively – giving people the training and support to volunteer, raising
and channelling individual giving to good causes, and pushing issues up the agenda to
push us – individually and as a society – to take responsibility for problems, as
illustrated by the boxes on VSO and the campaign to abolish the slave trade. 

Powerful people, responsible society: the report of the Commission on Big Society
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Thames Reach – supporting people to regain control over their lives

In one year alone, the staff and volunteers of London-based homelessness charity Thames
Reach helped 8,908 people to regain control over their lives, including by helping 993 rough
sleepers off the streets, providing help to 120 homeless people using buses as a refuge
from the street, and helping over 600 rough sleepers to return to their homeland where
they could receive support from families and services. At any one time 150 former
homeless people will be staying at the charity’s hostels where they receive support with
skills, addictions and health problems with the aim being to support them to escape from
the destructive cycle of homelessness and to get their lives back on track. As a result of the
charity’s work, people who spent nearly 20 years on the street are living in accommodation,
people with long-standing addictions have come off drugs, people formerly living a life of
rough sleeping and begging have found jobs, and people whose families thought they had
died have been reunited with them – in other words, thousands of people have been
supported along the road to regaining power and control over their own lives. 

Judy Fryd and Mencap – parents coming together to empower their families

In 1938, Judy Fryd noticed that her young daughter Felicity was not using language as
fluently as her peers, but searched in vain for help and advice. Felicity was rejected from her
primary school after only half a day for being disruptive. Within 24 hours of her arriving at a
school for children with Down’s syndrome, Felicity’s parents received a telegram from the
school that said “Felicity not suitable. Must be removed at once.” At the age of 12 she was
institutionalised in a psychiatric hospital. Felicity was described by a doctor as “a child with
no mind” - today we would recognise her condition as autism. The way her daughter was
treated, the prejudice she came across, and her family’s powerlessness against it, led Judy
Fryd to channel her anger through the letters page of Nursery World magazine. Within a
month more than a thousand parents had been in touch, and a group of parents in a similar
situation banded together with Fryd to form the Association of Parents of Backward
Children (now Mencap) in an effort to confront the way their children were treated. Today
Mencap is a significant force in supporting people with learning difficulties to live
independent, fulfilling lives, providing nurseries, training colleges for around 250 students,
support with employment to almost 5,000 people, helplines accessed approximately
33,000 times a year and a wide variety of other services. It has a proud history of
campaigns which have significantly changed the law regarding the treatment of people with
learning disabilities and their families, such as the 1971 Education (Handicapped Children)
Act, which sought to ensure that children with learning disabilities received an education,
their having previously been considered ‘ineducable’. Thanks in no small part to the way
Judy Fryd and other parents banded together, and thanks to the service provision and
campaigning of the charity they formed as a vehicle to do so, the powerlessness and poor
services Judy Fryd and her family faced in the 1940s and 50s are significantly reduced today
– even if Mencap and other charities continue to face, and struggle against, significant
challenges for people with learning disabilities.
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VSO – a vehicle for social responsibility

At any given time, VSO has an average of 1,520 volunteers overseas working on what are
predominantly long-term volunteering placements. Volunteers with significant skills and
experience are recruited to work on high-impact projects – one volunteer is helping to
improve teaching methods in 76 schools across the south of Rwanda; another is working to
strengthen self-help groups for people with HIV in Vietnam, who often suffer discrimination;
yet another is helping to get a new centre for children with special educational needs off
the ground on the Thai-Burma border, where provision for children with SEN is highly
limited. These projects rely on individual volunteers and their sense of responsibility for the
world around them – but VSO acts as the vehicle for translating that sense of responsibility
into impact, coordinating the placements, funding and arranging work permits, visas,
accommodation, travel and other logistics. 

The Committee of the Society for the Purpose of Effecting the Abolition of the Slave
Trade – a vehicle for social responsibility through campaigning

In 1787, twelve men met in a London bookstore and printing shop. What united them,
and what had brought them together that day, was outrage at the injustice and immorality
of the slave trade. Around the table of the bookstore, they formed one of history’s most
famous voluntary organisations – the Committee of the Society for the Purpose of
Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. In the first year of their operation, they raised
£2,760.2s.7d, the equivalent of approximately £290,000 in today’s terms, which they spent
on a wide-ranging campaign to shift public opinion, and that of Parliament, against the slave
trade. They carried out and disseminated research on the slave trade, detailing how slaves
were treated. They distributed more than 80,000 pamphlets and books. They produced
medallions which could be worn or displayed in order to indicate sympathy with their
cause – and thousands of copies were made of a now-famous seal designed by Josiah
Wedgwood, showing a slave kneeling in chains with the motto ‘Am I not a man and a
brother?’. They produced more than 8,000 copies of a poster outlining the design of small
slave ships into which 482 slaves could be crammed. They helped to organise petitions to
Parliament, and in early 1788 petitions were sent to Parliament calling for abolition with a
total of 60,000 – 100,000 signatures, a very large number by the standards of the day. They
sent speakers to audiences in town halls, guild halls, music halls and churches – the tours
of one such speaker covered 35,000 miles between 1787 and 1794. In 1807 the campaign
got what it wanted – Parliament abolished the slave trade, and from then on the power of
Britain’s empire and Royal Navy would be directed not at protecting, but at eradicating, a
trade in human beings. As William Hague concludes, this success ‘could not have been
achieved’ without the campaign orchestrated by voluntary bodies such as the Committee.
And as Hague also concludes, if campaigns by voluntary organisations were an effective
way for people to shoulder responsibility and come together to change the world for the
better in the eighteenth-century, they remain so today, with voluntary organisations,
charities and community groups ‘leading the way’ in fighting against human trafficking in the
twenty-first century.16

16 W. Hague, William Wilberforce (2008)
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If voluntary organisations constitute the infrastructure for social action, we are fortunate
to have such a vibrant voluntary sector in this country – one that is the envy of much
of the rest of the world. Unlike many countries, we have a voluntary sector which is
highly diverse, rich and mature, one that has grown up over hundreds of years. There
are 900,000 voluntary sector organisations (by which we mean charities, social
enterprises, housing associations, mutuals, research organisations, co-operatives and
other not-for-profit organisations) in the UK, with a combined annual turnover of £157
billion, a workforce of 1,600,000, combined assets of £244 billion, the capacity to
mobilise millions of volunteers, and the ability to campaign and bring together coalitions
for change.17 The result is that in England over a quarter of the population volunteers at
least once a month, and over half volunteers at least once a year (compared to
significantly lower figures for much of the rest of the world18); that this country is the
second most generous in the world in terms of charitable giving;19 that active
membership of charitable/humanitarian organisations in Britain is the highest in the
world (at 21% of the population)20 and that ultimately millions of people are able to
realise their aspirations for themselves and for their communities who could not
otherwise.

2.2 Implications for government: the need for partnership

If the Government is to succeed in its ambition to build a big society, then it will need to
work in partnership with the voluntary sector – seeing it as one of the UK’s great
national assets which it needs to mobilise to help make the big society happen – and
local government will need to be part of this partnership too.

That will include recognising the need for the voluntary sector as an ‘infrastructure’ for
social action. We need to recognise that if we want people to take more responsibility
rather than saying ‘not my problem, the state should sort it out’, then we will need to
give them the encouragement and the vehicles to do so. We need to recognise that if
we want people to have the will, the power and the capacity to realise their individual
and collective aspirations themselves, rather than relying on the state, we will need
organised efforts to encourage and enable them to do so. And we need to recognise,
without calling for an enormous bureaucracy, that this does not come free – that even
organisations whose whole model of working is based on volunteer action still need to
train, support and manage them, and that this costs money. 

Given that a large proportion of the voluntary sector’s income now comes from public
sector sources, there are clear implications here for how the Government tries to
manage public spending cuts in such a way as to avoid causing unnecessary damage to
the voluntary sector. Many voluntary organisations have expressed their fears that
poorly managed cuts to the voluntary sector are undermining the Government’s big
society vision, as is illustrated by the case of People First Lambeth (see page 20).  Cuts
to public spending need to be made, but they must be properly managed with a view
to real long-term consequences for public spending and the Government’s objectives
such as fostering a big society. As one charity leader said to us, “it will be harder to
rebuild what we lose than it will be to build on what we’ve got.” We explore this issue
further in Chapter 3. 

17 NCVO, The UK Civil Society Almanac 2010 (2010) 
18 CAF, World Giving Index (2010) 
19 (After the US). See CAF, CAF International Comparisons (2006)
20 See World Values Survey, Britain comes in joint first position with Canada

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/. 
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People First Lambeth – how cuts can undermine efforts to give people control over
their lives

People First Lambeth is a self-advocacy organisation that supports people with learning
difficulties (mental health problems, autism, physical impairments, people who are unable
to communicate by speaking) to speak up for themselves and have choice, control and
power over what happens in their lives. It is run by a management committee of people
with learning difficulties who oversee the staff (some of whom also have learning
difficulties). 

The organisation works to shape social services in Lambeth and also nationally through
collaboration with the Social Care Institute for Excellence, the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation, Shaping Our Lives and Valuing People. It trains doctors, social care and public
sector professionals in how to work with people with learning difficulties. It also supports
its members to deal with issues such as abuse, bullying, being a parent with learning
difficulties, receiving poor health care, and finding employment. Its members say that
People First Lambeth has also helped them to develop a sense of pride in themselves as
people with learning difficulties, and given them greater control over their lives. 

Lambeth Council, however, has chosen not to renew any of its contracts with People First
Lambeth (worth more than £115,000 p.a. and more than 90% of the organisation’s
funding). As a result, after 25 years of work empowering disabled people in Lambeth and
elsewhere, the organisation stopped delivering services on 31 March 2011 and is currently
winding down.

Government’s role is not, however, simply to act as a funder. Part of the Government’s
role in helping to foster the big society must be one of acting as partner, catalyst and
mobiliser. Here the Government has had some success – many of those we spoke to
told us the Prime Minister’s emphasis on building a big society had led to internal
debates within organisations, with people reappraising what they do and asking how
they could do things differently or what more they could do. We believe that being
clearer in defining the big society, as we have attempted to do in Chapter 1, should
help the Government here by providing it with a more compelling narrative capable
of calling people across the sectors to action. 

But the Government’s role here consists not just of issuing a call to action, but also of
creating the atmosphere in which people (and key stakeholders such as voluntary
organisations in particular) feel encouraged to respond to it – creating the right
‘mood music’, as one group put it to us. 

Various religious groups put it to us that under the last Government, the ‘mood music’
was sometimes a barrier, rather than an enabler, to their getting involved in the
Government’s agenda. Without necessarily erecting any specific barriers in terms of
policy or implementation, they said that the previous Government somehow fostered
a sense that it was not entirely comfortable with religious feeling as an impetus to
action, with the result, we heard, that people felt inhibited from getting involved or
taking social action which would ultimately have contributed to the Government’s
objectives. 
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To its credit, the current Government has shifted here. Religious groups told us the
‘mood music’ had changed. But some of the respondents we spoke to feared the
Government is in danger now of making a similar mistake elsewhere, in its relationship
with the wider voluntary sector. Whilst most ministers have been extremely positive
about the voluntary sector, there have been a variety of negative statements (by
ministers, advisers or backbench MPs and Peers) on big charities, on charity
campaigning, and on charities ‘dependent’ on the state. For instance, one suggested
that the Government strip charitable status from organisations receiving a high
proportion of their funding from the state.21 Another said that some charities “can
have a damaging effect on civil society… we must guard against them. One way is
having a mindset of ‘big charity.’”22 Yet another complained about charitable
campaigning as “running round advertising and talking” rather than “actually helping
people.”23

These are spurious arguments. Voluntary organisations exist to fulfil a mission.
Operating at scale, campaigning, and delivering public services using state funding will,
for some organisations, be the most effective way to fulfil their missions. Thanks largely
to investment from statutory funding, over the past ten years Action for Children has
doubled its reach to the most vulnerable children and young people across the UK –
a further 100,000 people are now able to access their services addressing issues such
as relationship breakdown, domestic violence, and drug or alcohol misuse who would
not have been able to do so ten years ago. 

We would surely be the poorer for it if charities did not engage in activity such as this.
Operating at scale has enabled charities such as RNIB and RNID to invest in hi-tech
innovations such as ReceiverMix (providing additional audio commentary for blind
people watching television) and the ScreenPhone (a telephone that converts a caller’s
speech into text on a screen in real time), and enables charities to invest billions into
good causes – four large health charities alone (Macmillan, Marie Curie, CRUK and
the British Heart Foundation) commit around £1 billion per year into the health of
the nation. Again, we would surely be poorer without these large charities. 

Meanwhile charity campaigning has played a crucial role in bringing about change for
the better for centuries, from the abolition of the slave trade (see box on page 18) to
better treatment of children with learning disabilities (see box on Judy Fryd and
Mencap on page 17), and has always been a key strand in the DNA of the UK’s
charity sector. Few would wish those campaigns hadn’t happened, or accuse the
voluntary organisations at the centre of them of “running round advertising and
talking”. 

But these arguments about the nature of charity are not just spurious, they are also
unhelpful for the Government as it seeks to build on its big society vision. If, as we
have argued above, the voluntary sector is going to be a key player in making the big
society a reality (including, under the Government’s agenda, playing a bigger role in
public service provision and thereby receiving more income from the state), this is
unhelpful ‘mood music’, encouraging potential allies to believe they are not
understood or viewed with suspicion, and making it harder for them to respond to
the Big Society as a call to action. Our poll of voluntary sector chief executives found

21 Richard Fuller MP (Con), House of  Commons debate (28 February 2011) 
22 Lord Wei (Con), House of  Lords debate (5 October 2010)
23 Charlie Elphicke MP (Con), in oral evidence taken before the Public Administration Select Committee (18 January 2011)
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that only 8% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “the Government has a
good understanding of the voluntary sector” as against 89% disagreeing or strongly
disagreeing, whilst only 25% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “the
Government respects and values the voluntary sector as a partner”, as against 70%
disagreeing or strongly disagreeing.24

More fundamentally, the Government faces a basic challenge of turning a narrative
developed for opposition into one for governing. Some ‘Big Society’ advocates
developed their arguments as part and parcel of a critique (and rejection) of the past
- of a Government, its policies and by implication those who helped to deliver them.
Now, however, the Government needs to rally people around its vision for a big
society, and in so doing needs to find a tone which is inclusive rather than
oppositional, and one which embraces the past (and in particular the proud heritage
we have in this country, outlined earlier in this report, of hundreds of years of
voluntary action). The Government has not yet found that tone – as one charity chief
executive told us, her volunteers with their many decades of social action currently
feel “deeply excluded” by the tone of the big society narrative. 

We recommend that the Government gives a consistent lead in recognising and
valuing the voluntary sector as a respected partner, rallying voluntary organisations
behind the big society rather than attacking or alienating them.

2.3 Implications for the voluntary sector: the need to adapt

If Government needs to act as a partner to the voluntary sector rather than crudely
criticising it, the voluntary sector also needs to recognise the need to change. 

Over the centuries that the sector has acted as the spine for what we might now call
big society – channelling the efforts of people taking responsibility for problems in
their communities, and empowering individuals and groups to have more control over
their lives. In doing so, it has constantly adapted and changed – influenced by and
drawing on religious change from the middle ages through Reformation to the
current day; fostering the cooperative movement in the nineteenth century; taking on
an increasingly strong campaigning role in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and
becoming increasingly enterprising and professional over the last few decades as the
pressure to maximise ‘bang for buck’ has intensified.  

We believe the Government’s call to create a big society should encourage voluntary
organisations to ask themselves a series of questions: 

• How clear are they that they genuinely empower people? There is a fine line
between giving a hand up and a hand out, a line which most voluntary organisations
are highly conscious of. There are also times when dependence is the only option –
when the job of a hospice, for instance, is to give dignity and the highest possible
quality of care to people with complex needs in the last days of their lives. Many
voluntary organisations will also work with people who are initially highly
dependent, but who they work with over a long period to achieve greater
independence. But it was put to us that some voluntary organisations risk
encouraging dependence, rather than genuinely helping individuals and communities
to take more control over their own lives. We believe organisations need constantly

24 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
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to look hard at themselves to be sure that wherever possible, their work empowers
rather than encourages dependence.   

• How well placed are they to thrive in the ‘information age’? We live in an age
increasingly characterised by the ability of individuals to transfer information freely,
and to have instant access to knowledge that would have been difficult or
impossible to find previously, as well as an age in which people are increasingly
sceptical and questioning of professionals and institutions previously accorded
significant public trust. Not only is this a trend across the board, as the voluntary
sector’s role in our society and public services grows, it will – and should – be
subjected to greater levels of public scrutiny. We therefore believe the voluntary
sector as a whole needs a sea change in its attitude to managing the flow of
information between organisations and the public if its credibility and currently high
levels of public trust are to be maintained. It needs to articulate effectively: 

– what impact it has; 

– why campaigning can be a legitimate way to achieve change and improve
people’s lives; 

– why the delivery of services, including through volunteers, costs money to
manage and why it is worth paying for that management to be done by highly-
skilled, experienced professionals. 

• How well placed are they to thrive in an ‘age of  austerity’?With public spending
reducing for the next few years and increased competition for fundraising from a
public still suffering the effects of recession, pressure on voluntary sector budgets is
likely to be significant and long-lasting. We therefore believe voluntary organisations
need to put a premium on efficiency (concentrating on outcomes and impact, rather
than cost-cutting), and endorse the recommendations of the NCVO Funding
Commission on how the voluntary sector can increase effectiveness, make better
use of existing resources, and increase income.25We also believe that the pressure
on the public purse, combined with changes in the way public services are
commissioned (in some cases, increasingly at scale), will require significant change
from many voluntary organisations who wish to continue delivering public services.
Some will need to scale up, making the availability of investment (from social
investors or mainstream banks) crucial. We explore access to finance in Chapters 3
and 4. Others will need to collaborate to an unprecedented degree, including
through the building of consortia and mergers where appropriate. 

• How well placed are they to adapt to generational change? Ipsos Mori have found
that young people who have heard of Big Society tend to be more positive about it
than older groups,26 while research suggests that the decline in giving amongst
younger age-groups between 1978 and 2002 appears to have been reversed in the
period 2003-8,27 suggesting a level of enthusiasm that voluntary organisations could
help to tap. But we are seeing a generational shift in how people think of and
engage with charities as a vehicle for social action. 

25 NCVO Funding Commission, Funding the Future: a 10-year framework for civil society (2010)
26 Ipsos Mori polling ( July 2010) 

http://www.ipsos-mori.com/Assets/Docs/Polls/July2010Bigcsocietybriefing.PDF 
27 University of  Bristol, Cass Business School, Centre for Charitable Giving and Philanthropy, CMPO, The new state of  donation: three

decades of  household giving to charity, 1978 – 2008 (2011)
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For instance, polling we commissioned from YouGov found that young people are
more likely to believe charities should be involved in delivering public services 
(18- to 24-year olds are 21 percentage points more likely to agree than people
aged 55 and above).28  They are also more likely to believe charities should spend
money on demonstrating the difference they make (18- to 24-year olds are 
22 percentage points more likely to agree than people aged 55 and above). And
they are more likely to believe charities should undertake campaigning (18- to 24-
year olds are 13 percentage points more likely to agree than people aged 55 and
above).  

Young people are increasingly ‘digital natives’, born into and fluent in the use of the
internet and mobile technology. 70% of UK households have access to the internet,
and 50% of consumers shop online (a number which is rising rapidly), yet just 2% of
the £9.2 billion donated to charity every year in the UK is given online. One recent
piece of research found that although the numbers of people visiting charity
websites doubled between 2002 and 2007, in 2007 just 33% of charity websites
covered by the research were able to accept online donations. 

There are now 10 million more mobile phone connections than there are people in
the United Kingdom, and there is clear potential for the growth in mobile usage to
change giving behaviour. In 2004, 8% of donations to DEC’s Asian tsunami appeal
came via new media (over £1 million through texts and £300,000 online). By
2009/10 the equivalent proportion had risen to 18%. Research by the Charities Aid
Foundation found that 58% of 18-24 year olds expressed interest in using text
donations. Yet around 41% of charities do not use mobile phones in their
communications or fundraising work in any way at all.  Voluntary organisations need
to ensure that they keep pace with this generational change, so that they can
continue to channel and support the enthusiasm and energy of people of all ages to
contribute.

We recommend umbrella bodies across the voluntary sector such as ACEVO,
NCVO and the Institute of  Fundraising, and at a local level Councils for Voluntary
Service (CVSs), take a lead in promoting these changes across the sector, including
by facilitating the sharing of  expertise between individual organisations.

There are also things that Government can do to help the voluntary sector make
the changes we have outlined above. For instance, the tax system currently mitigates
against charities coming together in partnership to increase their efficiency.
According to European legislation (Principal VAT Directive), charities which decide
to come together to form a cost-sharing members’ group, where one charity
provides back-office services such as IT or HR support to the others, should not be
charged VAT on the shared services. However, HMRC has not implemented that
directive in UK VAT law, meaning that charities who wish to collaborate in this way
to increase their combined efficiency have to pay VAT on the services they share.

28 YouGov polling commissioned by ACEVO (2010)
29 All figures taken from Respublica, Digital Giving: modernising Gift Aid; taking civil society into the digital age (2010) 
30 HM Treasury, Budget 2011 (2011)
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This acts as a disincentive to such collaboration. 

The Government is consulting on implementing a VAT exemption for services
shared by VAT-exempt bodies, including charities.  We urge it to implement such an
exemption as a matter of urgency. 

We recommend the Government implement a VAT exemption for services shared
by charities.  
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Chapter Three

More statecraft 

In this chapter, we argue that in its attempts to date to foster the big society, the
Government has not sufficiently coordinated activity across Whitehall and has not
prevented local councils ‘looking after their own’ rather than working to empower local
people along the lines of the big society vision. It risks missing the opportunity to put big
society centre-stage in its public sector reform programme, and lacks a credible plan to
make big society work in more deprived communities. These omissions are reflected in the
public’s view of how the Government has managed the agenda: our public polling found
that only 13% believe that the Government has a clear strategy in place to implement the
big society programme.31We therefore argue that making the big society happen will
require more statecraft32 from Government.

In making that argument, we start from the view, as expressed by the Prime Minister, that
“we shouldn’t be naïve enough to think that if the government rolls back and does less, then
miraculously society will spring up and do more. The truth is that we need a government
that actually helps to build up the Big Society.”33

However, we are categorically not arguing for the big society to be treated as a government
‘programme’ to be ‘rolled out’ from Whitehall or ‘delivered’ by the arms of the state. We
are not calling for a ‘state solution’ to build the big society. Rather, we are arguing for more
statecraft, not more state, calling on the Government to: 

1. Be more coordinated – ensuring that the different departments of Whitehall and
different levels of Government pull in the same direction in making the big society a
reality. 

2. Reform the state – so that it empowers individuals and communities and
encourages them to take greater responsibility, rather than disempowering people
and encouraging dependence.

3. Target resources – to ensure that what resources the state does have to spend are
focused in an effective way on ensuring that more deprived communities are able to
benefit from the big society vision.

3.1 Be more coordinated

3.1.1 Coordination in Whitehall

The Cabinet Office has said, “building this Big Society isn’t just the responsibility of just
one or two departments. It is the responsibility of every department of
Government.”34

31 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
32 Understood as the art of  conducting state affairs 
33 David Cameron, speech July 2010, 

http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/speeches-and-transcripts/2010/07/big-society-speech-53572 
34 Cabinet Office, Building the Big Society (2010) 

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/sites/default/files/resources/building-big-society_0.pdf  
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It is not clear, however, that Whitehall departments share an understanding of what
the big society agenda consists of, or that they all consider it equally ‘their job’. 

The Prime Minister defines big society as consisting of the promotion of social action,
public service reform, and community empowerment. The Department of Health
states that “the NHS is an integral part of a Big Society”.35 Elsewhere, the DWP is
pursuing, through its welfare reform proposals, some of the most significant changes
the Government is undertaking, with clear implications in terms of shifts of power and
responsibility. It is also, through the Work Programme, overseeing one of the first
practical manifestations of the Government’s commitments to reform public services.
But in the DWP White Paper on Welfare Reform, the prospectus and invitation to
tender for the Work Programme, the Welfare Reform Bill and the explanatory notes
thereto, there is not a single mention of ‘big society’. Meanwhile our poll of voluntary
sector leaders found that 60% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement
“the department(s)/public sector agencies I work most closely with consider the big
society agenda a priority,” as against only 25% agreeing or strongly agreeing with the
statement.36 This lack of join-up across Whitehall has the clear potential not just to
result in confusing (or absent) rhetoric on the big society, but to have policy
ramifications too. We believe this state of affairs needs to change.

Firstly, there needs to be more definition. The Government needs, as we have argued
above, to set out a clearer definition of the Big Society. Making a shift of power and
responsibility the clear and explicit goal of the big society agenda, as we argued for in
Chapter 1, should help Government, in all its constituent parts, to self-critique, refine
and build on its policy programme. For instance, if the ‘big society test’ is a slightly
vague need for things to be done by ‘not Whitehall’ or can include any form of public
service reform, then GP commissioning (transferring commissioning power from
PCTs to GPs) and the Work Programme (outsourcing more welfare to work delivery
to large private and third sector providers) clearly pass that test without further
interrogation. But if the test is whether or not these policies empower individuals and
communities and encourage and enable them to take greater responsibility, the
conclusion is less clear, given the possibility that they might simply empower
professionals over patients and very large providers over jobseekers or the
community groups who might have supported them into work previously. 

We recommend the Government set out a clear definition of  the big society,
adopting or incorporating the definition we set out in Chapter 1 based on a shift of
power and responsibility, and make clear that it will interrogate the policies of
different departments against that definition. 

Secondly, there needs to be more measurement. The Government needs to set out
how it will measure its progress in building the big society (i.e. in achieving the shifts in
power and responsibility we outline in Chapter 1). It needs to find a metric or set of
metrics for measuring success so that it can monitor the effectiveness of its own
policies and implementation of those policies, and so that it can ‘nail its colours to the
mast’ to be held accountable by civil society, the media and public opinion. 

This will not be an easy task. The Government will need to choose the right indicators
or metrics – ones which meaningfully relate to and demonstrate the shifts in power

35 DH, Equity and excellence: Liberating the NHS (2010)
36 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
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and responsibility at the heart of the big society vision, and which enable comparisons
across periods of time and across different communities of place and interest. It will
also need to be careful what store it sets by them, so that the chosen metrics are
viewed by departments and other stakeholders as necessarily imperfect measures of
success, not an end in themselves with all the consequent unintended consequences of
‘target culture’.  

We recommend the Government task the Cabinet Office’s Behavioural Insight Team
with setting out such a measure, and in so doing consider whether aspects of  the
Citizenship Survey (currently undertaken by DCLG but about to be scrapped) would
be usefully retained for this purpose. 

There also needs to be more accountability. Whilst it is true that the Big Society
cannot be the responsibility of Government alone, or the responsibility of a single
Government department, it being the responsibility of all must not mean that none are
held to account for achieving it. Different departments’ responsibilities relating to the
Big Society agenda need to be set out more clearly, and departments across Whitehall
need to be held to account far more stringently for keeping to those responsibilities.
There needs to be more discipline, coordination and drive across Whitehall in making a
reality of what is a clearly-stated Prime Ministerial agenda, with both Number 10 and
the Treasury pressing departments on the consistency of their plans with the Big
Society agenda (i.e. realising a shift of power and responsibility as outlined in Chapter
1) and on the degree to which they are actively pursuing that agenda. 

We recommend that: 

• the Prime Minister, assisted by the Chief  Secretary to the Treasury, personally
take a greater role in holding departments to account for progress on the big
society, taking over the chairmanship of  the Cabinet Subcommittee on the Big
Society (currently shared between the Secretary of  State for Communities and
Local Government and the Minister for Civil Society), and meeting with
individual Secretaries of  State on a quarterly basis to take stock of  departments’
progress in helping to build the big society. 

• the National Audit Office make it a high priority to monitor and report on
Whitehall departments’ success in pursuing the big society vision.

Finally, there needs to be better alignment and targeting of  resources, overseen by the
Treasury. We are not calling for the Government to spend more. We are conscious of
the financial position the Government finds itself in. But if the big society is a key
Government agenda, then the Government needs to ensure that the reduction in
public spending is managed in such a way as not to undermine the big society, and that
what money does remain available to the Government is used as effectively as possible
in making the big society a reality. We believe that natural human and organisational
behaviour, the cultures within different parts of the public sector and the incentives
within the system will combine to mean that resources within the state are unlikely to
flow of their own accord in such a way as to promote the individual and community
empowerment at the heart of the big society vision. If we want that to happen, it will
need to be driven, with the Treasury playing a key role. 

We believe the Treasury can best perform this role by: 

• supporting the Prime Minister in holding departments to account on the big society
agenda (as per our recommendation above in this section) 
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• facilitating transparency on local government spending, so that local communities
and civil society can hold local government to account (we explore this below,
under section 3.1.2)

• targeting resources at communities (of place and interest) who currently lack the
capacity to build the big society  (we explore this below, under section 3.3)

But we also believe that even where agencies are held clearly to account on building
the big society and where resources are targeted at where capacity to do so is
weaker, work that could effectively empower individuals and communities and
promote social responsibility is likely to be held back by the way in which resources
flow across the public sector – too often in silos, too often risk-averse. Though the
Government has taken the highly welcome step of attempting, in principle, to pay for
services out of the savings they later achieve (for instance, through the Work
Programme or in offender rehabilitation), the problems of funding silos and lack of
investment for innovative, high-risk projects are likely to remain. We therefore believe
there is also a role for the Treasury in allotting resources in such a way as to promote
pioneering, scalable, cross-governmental, cross-sectoral collaboration on building the
big society. 

We recommend, as a vehicle for making that happen, that the Government reinstate
a reformulated, big-society focused version of  the Invest to Save Budget37 formerly
run by the Treasury and Cabinet Office, to invest in projects which: 

• promote the big society 

• require cross-governmental or cross-sectoral partnerships that would not
otherwise happen

• test innovations which could then be applied elsewhere 

• ultimately save the taxpayer money.

St Giles Trust – how big society approaches can save money

St Giles Trust is a charity working to break the cycle of reoffending and disadvantage.
Through the Gates is one of the charity’s services, aiming to reduce re-offending rates by
providing (often through volunteers who were once offenders themselves) key services
such as accommodation support (on or prior to release), support services (training &
education, drugs and alcohol support), re-integrating offenders into the community and
helping them to meet their licence restrictions. The project thereby draws on ex-offenders
taking responsibility for addressing a social problem, and ultimately empowers those who
are supported to escape the cycle of reoffending. It worked with over 1,500 prison leavers
before being independently evaluated by Pro Bono Economics, and was found to reduce
re-offending rates by 40% against the national average, with direct savings for the taxpayer
(in terms of reduced spending on the criminal justice system and other areas) of between
£10 and £34 for every pound invested.

37 The overall aim of  the Invest to Save Budget (described as a ‘venture capital fund’ for public services) was to achieve long-term
efficiencies in the delivery of  public services through encouraging and enabling public sector organisations to be innovative, take risks
and work together in partnership. Some of  the bidding rounds focused on the theme of  voluntary organisations delivering public
services. The last of  the 9 planned rounds of  Invest to Save investments were made in 2009. More detail is available at
http://www.isb.gov.uk/hmt.isb.application.2/LEARNERS/ISB%20REVIEW%20240707%20final.pdf
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3.1.2 Coordination with local government 

Given the Government’s ambitions to decentralise power, it will be local government,
as much as Whitehall, whose actions will either promote or detract from the building
of a big society. 

However, we have heard from voluntary groups that some councils are responding to
spending cuts by ‘looking after their own’ and passing on disproportionate cuts to the
voluntary sector and community groups, reducing community capacity to build the big
society as outlined in Chapter 2. It is difficult to ascertain a council’s total funding to
voluntary organisations, because most councils do not monitor or publish such
information. But if we use councils’ voluntary sector grants budgets as an indicator, we
are aware of changes between financial year 2010/11 and 2011/12 varying from -56%
in some local authority areas38 to +40% in others.39

We recognise that local councils are under significant pressure, required to cut
services that they would like not to, and with many of their staff operating under
considerable strain. We recognise too that the Government’s decision effectively to
front-load budget cuts, and to require local authorities to account for redundancy
costs rapidly rather than spreading the cost of re-organisation over several years, has
made it harder for councils to cut spending whilst seeking to protect local civil society.
Nevertheless, the disproportionate cuts to voluntary organisations of the type
outlined above are not an inevitable result of the budget cuts local government is
facing – they are a choice which some councils have made and others have not. This is
a choice which is grounded in what is in many ways understandable human behaviour
– it is superficially much easier and less painful, in the short term, to cut the funding of
a local social enterprise than it is to go about making people in your own organisation
redundant. But it is also a choice which directly contravenes the objectives of the big
society, as it threatens to reduce the capacity of civil society. Its net effect will be a shift
of power upwards from civil society to local state – a relatively bigger state and
smaller society. And it risks putting the short-term interests of public sector agencies
above those of the communities they exist to serve.

Government, then, needs to find a way of genuinely transferring power from
Whitehall to town hall whilst simultaneously promoting or requiring behaviour from
local councils and other statutory agencies that is conducive to building the big society
(empowering individuals and communities and promoting social responsibility). We
believe it is entirely consistent with the decentralisation agenda for Government to
set ‘rules of the road’ so that local public sector agencies in turn empower local
communities. 

The Government has already done this to an extent (for instance, by requiring
councils to publish spending data, or legislating for community ‘rights’ vis-à-vis local
councils in the Localism Bill). We also welcome the Secretary of State for
Communities and Local Government’s recent publication of a consultation on
statutory guidance for local councils intended to prevent them from cutting voluntary
sector organisations disproportionately. 

38 Nottinghamshire County Council voluntary sector grants budget, drop from £3.2 million in 2010/11 to £1.4 million in 2011/12 
39 Newcastle City Council voluntary sector grants budget, rise from £2.5 million in 2010/11 to £3.5 million in 2011/12
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But we believe Government needs to go further in setting the parameters in which
councils exercise their new-found additional power. In doing so, Government would
have clear popular support: our public polling found that 67% of UK adults believe
that local councils should not be allowed to make more cuts to voluntary sector
organisations than they make to their own council-run services, as against 15%
disagreeing and 17% answering ‘don’t know’.40

We recommend:

• That the Government amend the Public Services (Social Enterprise and Social
Value) Bill so that it requires commissioners to consider not just the full social,
environmental and economic impact of  their decisions in awarding contracts to
different potential providers, as it does currently, but also explicitly to consider
the impact of  their decisions on individual and community empowerment, and to
do so when decommissioning or cutting a service as well as when commissioning
one. 

• Given the exceptional circumstances, and the urgency of  the situation facing
many voluntary organisations at risk from local council cuts, that the Government
shorten its consultation period and make its proposed guidance on local
government avoiding disproportionate cuts to the voluntary sector statutory
with immediate effect. 

• That the Government require local councils to publish their spending on the
voluntary sector, as the Minister for Decentralisation has previously called for,
and that the Treasury collate, quality-assure and publish the information, so that
councils can be held to account by civil society groups and public scrutiny. 

3.2 Reform the state 

Building the big society – more empowered, responsible citizens and communities –
will not just require state action to be coordinated, with Whitehall departments and
local councils pulling in the same direction. It will require a different kind of state. 

As the Prime Minister has said, “we need a thoughtful re-imagination of the role, as
well as the size, of the state….  the re-imagined state should not stop at creating
opportunities for people to take control of their lives. It must actively help people
take advantage of this new freedom. This means a new role for the state: actively
helping to create the big society; directly agitating for, catalysing and galvanising social
renewal.”41

The Government has not yet articulated what this re-imagined state would look like,
and how exactly it would ‘agitate for, catalyse and galvanise social renewal.’ And yet it
has embarked on an enormous programme of public sector reform, driven by a
variety of cross-governmental and individual departmental aims. It needs now to
ensure that its plans for public services, public sector assets and the public sector
workforce are driven by, and wholly consistent with, the Prime Minister’s vision for a
new kind of state capable of helping to build the big society. 

40 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
41 David Cameron MP, Hugo Young lecture (10 November 2009) 
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3.2.1 People

If we are to build a big society where individuals and communities have more power
over their lives and where we all take more responsibility for ourselves and one
another, we will need a state whose many thousands of officials and elected
representatives have the desire and the skills to work with communities to make that
happen. 

These building blocks are simply not present in many local public agencies currently.
The culture and skills of public service professionals are not only commonly cited by
public service users as high on the list of what can make interacting with those
services disempowering,42 they also number amongst the major barriers to efforts to
reform public services so as to shift power to individuals and communities (for
instance, through personal budgets or similar mechanisms).43 In places (as with the
Compact, governing relationships between the public sector and the voluntary sector)
there is a clear, long-standing consensus on how cultures and ways of working need to
change – but we heard a clear message from voluntary groups that the challenge
remains to embed these principles in practice. Our poll of voluntary sector leaders
found that 69% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “the attitudes of people
working in the public sector, and the culture of public sector agencies, will be barriers
to any attempts to give individuals and communities more power over their lives,” as
against 21% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing.44

It would be naïve to underestimate the degree to which these workforce-related
problems will constitute a block to realising the Government’s Big Society vision. We
therefore do not believe that central Government’s role in working with local
government to build a big society can be reduced simply to setting ‘rules of the road’,
essential though those rules are. Nor do we believe that we can rely on giving
communities new rights ‘versus’ local public agencies (such as the Government’s ‘right
to challenge’ or ‘right to buy’) or setting new rules for statutory agencies, when in
many cases successful community empowerment and promotion of social
responsibility will require partnership between local state and community groups.
Central Government will need actively to promote culture change, spread best
practice and support local public agencies and professionals to ensure that they have
the skills, culture and capacities necessary to empower individuals and communities
and promote social responsibility.

We recommend the Government set out a substantive programme to support
culture change and workforce training in local government, so that local elected
representatives and public servants (including commissioners) have the inclination
and the capacity to work with local communities, empower them, and encourage
them to take greater social responsibility.

42 To illustrate this point, a survey of  600 family carers of  disabled children by Contact a Family found that 62% do not feel listened to
by professionals; and a 2011 Ofsted analysis of  serious case reviews found that professionals did not listen to children enough or
ask them about their views and feelings, and that agencies did not listen to adults who tried to speak on behalf  of  the child.
Whereas mental health charities told us that professional attitudes remain a significant disempowering issue for the people they
work with, research by the National Mental Health Development Unit and the NHS Confederation’s Mental Health Network found
that mental health professionals are generally satisfied with the extent to which service users are involved in healthcare decisions
already. 

43 See e.g. National Mental Health Development Unit & NHS Confederation, Facing up to the challenge of  personal health budgets
(2011)

44 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
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The challenge of supporting people in the public sector to play their part in helping to
foster more powerful and responsible individuals and communities is made more pressing
by the Government’s plans to empower public sector professionals themselves. Depending
on whether the professionals to whom Government devolves power have the attitudes
and skills necessary to empower people and promote individual and community
responsibility, it could either set progress on these fronts back by many years or accelerate
it significantly. 

The Government has launched a programme to encourage public sector workers to ‘spin
out’ of the state and form new, independent mutuals or social enterprises. The Minister for
the Cabinet Office has said his ambition is for 1 in 6 public sector workers to spin out by
the end of the parliament.45We welcome the potential for these reforms to result in
public service staff having more flexibility to respond to, and innovate for, the real needs of
service users. The risk, however, is that the new mutuals, rather than resulting in different
models of service, in fact ‘lock in’ old ways of working and old ways of delivering services,
and in particular, a ‘professional knows best’ attitude that disempowers the individuals and
communities who use public services. 

We recommend that in the Government’s £10 million support programme for new
mutuals there should be a central focus on supporting these organisations, and the
professionals within them, to work with local communities, empower them, and
encourage them to take greater social responsibility, drawing on best practice in the
voluntary sector in particular.

3.2.2 Assets 

The lack or availability of access to assets (to operate out of, or use to generate sustainable
income) can be amongst the most significant barriers or enablers of community action. We
therefore need a state that uses its assets as an enabling platform for social action.

In many areas, the state is and will continue to be amongst the major local property and
land owners, with significant ability to provide platforms for people to come together and
act on issues of shared concern. 

Elsewhere, we are about to see an immense divestment of property and land assets from
the state. The recent public debate around the sale of forests has to date been the most
high-profile example of this, but with many public agencies being abolished or their powers
transferred, billions of pounds worth of buildings and land will be on the move. For
instance, the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) about to be abolished need to
dispose of around £500 million worth of physical assets; the Primary Care Trusts (PCTs)
about to be abolished hold about £6 billion worth; and some local authorities will likely sell
some assets to plug budget gaps. That shift of assets implies an equally significant shift of
power. The question is who benefits from the power shift. 

It could be the Big Society – individuals and communities acquiring more assets which will
help them to address problems themselves and to realise their aspirations themselves. As
an illustration of the kind of change possible, 80% of local authorities are currently in the
process of transferring assets at less than market value, with 1,000 local authority asset
transfers to communities underway now.46 The potential results are illustrated by the case
of the Burton Street Project in Sheffield (see box), and it is this kind of result that the
Government is rightly trying to foster through the ‘right to buy’ in the Localism Bill.   

45 Interview with Public Finance, published 24 February 2011
46 DCLG figures 

Text pages_Big Society_Layout 1  09/05/2011  08:56  Page 35



36 Powerful people, responsible society: the report of the Commission on Big Society

C
hapter T

hree: M
ore statecraft

But the beneficiaries of the huge shift in assets could also be other parts of the state
(e.g. local government), new quangos or quango-like partnerships (e.g. LEPs),
professionals (e.g. GPs taking on PCT assets, or public sector professionals
empowered through their new mutuals), or the private sector (for instance, the RDAs’
current proposals for disposing of their £500 million-worth of assets include selling off
large proportions at market value, and we see little evidence to suggest that the
Government has given serious consideration to how the asset disposal could be used
to promote the big society).

We welcome the Government’s proposed ‘right to buy’ in the Localism Bill, which
would enable voluntary groups to acquire assets at below-market prices. But we
believe that the Government needs to go further if it is to seize the significant
opportunity we see here. 

We recommend that the Department for Communities and Local Government,
Cabinet Office and Treasury work together to set out a cross-government strategy
to maximise the degree to which public sector assets (both those that stay within the
public sector and those that are divested over the course of  the parliament) are
used to promote community action, building on learning from the capital and assets
pathfinder programme and elsewhere. 

3.2.3 Services 

We need a state that uses the provision of public services as a means of empowering
individuals and communities and encouraging them to take responsibility. Currently,
too often they disempower or promote dependence, and too much power lies with
the producers of public services, too little with their consumers. We need a clear shift
in ambition for what public services should aim to achieve (namely, enabling individuals
and communities to take power and responsibility over their lives), and a shift of
power within the welfare state from producers to citizens and communities. 

The Burton Street Project – how local government can use assets to build big society

The Burton Street Project in Sheffield clearly demonstrates the positive impact that
community ownership can have on the local area. In 1994 local people set out to turn a
disused Victorian school into community buildings, from which they would generate
income by renting out space at affordable prices to local groups. The centre now provides
a home for 100 groups and over 1,500 people use the centre each week. The organisation
also uses the building for its own regeneration work and for delivering services: skills
training, assisting people into employment, social enterprise development, family support,
services for people with learning difficulties and mental health problems and arts, sports
and recreational activities. The Burton Street Project initially moved into the property rent
free from the Local Authority in lieu of improvements to the building. Over time the
people running the organisation realised that purchasing the building would enable them
to put their services on a more sustainable footing and, working closely with the
regeneration team in Sheffield City Council, managed to buy the premises for £130,000
(approximately £320,000 below market value). Through the services it provides the
Burton Street Project is making a valuable contribution to the economic regeneration of
the city.
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The Government’s current plans to reform public services address these issues to
varying degrees. Some of the Government’s reforms are clearly at the very least
intended to empower the users of public services (for instance, the expansion of
personal budgets in social care, enabling parents to set up free schools, the
Department of Health’s principle “no decision about me without me”). But it is less
clear that empowerment of individuals or communities has been central to the
Government’s thinking in other areas, where the major shifts in power look likely to
be to professionals (for instance, under GP commissioning) or to large public service
providers (for instance, under the DWP Work Programme). Our poll of voluntary
sector chief executives found them split over the degree to which the Government’s
reform agenda would result in empowerment: 26% agreed or strongly agreed with
the statement “the Government’s public service reform agenda will give the users of
public services more power and control over their lives,” as against 51% disagreeing
or strongly disagreeing and 22% answering “don’t know”.47

There are enormous opportunities for public service reform to empower individuals
and communities, and to foster individual and collective responsibility – in other
words, to contribute to the big society vision. The result – ‘co-produced’ public
services – would be entirely consistent with, and arguably should be central to, the
Government’s other major policy objective of reducing the deficit. We believe the
Government needs to reassert the centrality of big society principles in its public
service reform plans, and interrogate departmental reforms against those principles. 

We recommend that the Government use its upcoming Public Service Reform
White Paper as an opportunity to put big society at the heart of  individual
departmental and cross-governmental public service reform plans (along the lines of
the big society vision that we outlined on page 12) 

As a starting point to making such shifts in power and responsibility possible, we
believe that as far as possible, the Government should seek to ensure that the
commissioning of public services is driven not by producer interests but by the
interests and aspirations of service users – with the expertise of public service
professionals at the heart of the process but as the servant of individual and
community aspiration. 

In order to maximise the power of  individuals and communities in the
commissioning process, and to minimise the degree to which commissioning
decisions are determined by producer interests, we recommend:

• Where it results in individual empowerment, a devolution of  budgetary control
to or towards individuals (e.g. through an expansion of  personal budgets in and
beyond social care – see box on individual budgets). Here the government needs
to be certain, however, that it matches an expansion in the use of  personal
budgets with ensuring it has the policies and the support in place to ensure it is
putting real power in people's hands, not just a budget and greater responsibility. 

• A step change in service-user involvement in commissioning, including through
voluntary organisations acting as facilitators, giving individuals and communities
greater power over what services they receive and how they receive them

47 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
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• Slowly but surely, and with a clear timetable for change set out over the
parliament, separation of  the commissioning function from provision, with local
authorities and other statutory agencies becoming primarily commissioning
organisations rather than provider organisations, entirely focused on the interests
of  taxpayers and service users rather than the providers of  those services, and
sourcing services from a market of  voluntary and private organisations. To
catalyse a step-change here, and given the significant variation in the degree to
which local government agencies commission services or provide them
themselves,48 we recommend that the Government require local authorities to
make public the degree to which they commission services from external
providers or deliver them in-house, and where they have chosen to deliver them
in-house, to explain the rationale behind their decision in terms of  public benefit
or long-term value for money. 

• Removal of  key structural distortions to a level playing field in the provision of
public services, so that the providers of  services are those best placed to deliver,
not those with an inbuilt advantage over others. In particular,  we recommend
that the Government reform ‘Fair Deal’ guidance on treatment of  public sector
pensions when services are outsourced from the public sector to voluntary or
private providers, so that staff  delivering public services continue to get decent
pensions but without public sector pensions regulations constituting such a
significant barrier to service reform. 

• A variety of  measures to increase the availability of  investment to voluntary
organisations to enable them to play a growing role in public service delivery. We
outline some suggested measures in Chapter 4.

48 BERR, Public services industry review (2008)
49 www.in-control.org.uk 

Individual budgets – a vehicle for greater control in life

Jonathan is a disabled teenager whose quality of life has been transformed since he left
school in July 2008 with an Individual Budget. Now he and his family can decide what he
should do, when he should do it and who should support him. Jonathan’s complex health
condition means multiple budgets are spent on his care and education. Putting the
different funds together has enabled Jonathan to employ one full time personal assistant
(PA) and two part time PAs for activities in the evenings and weekends. In addition, his
learning needs are fully taken care of. His week – tailor-made for him – allows many
opportunities for developing his independent life skills, his interest in computers and multi-
media, and individual tuition. Jonathan’s mother reports an “amazing improvement in his
quality of life. …It has given him so much more freedom to explore life. Without this
Individual Budget he would not have been able to do anything like the things he can do
now. It is encouraging Jonathan to have a bit of an independent life style...and Jonathan
can’t stop smiling!”49
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50 Ipsos Mori research presented to Commission on Big Society 
51 DCLG, Citizenship Survey (2009)
52 J. Mohan, What do volunteering statistics tell us about the prospects for the Big Society? (2010)
53 NCVO, The UK Civil Society Almanac 2010 (2010)
54 D. Clifford, F. Geyne Rayme & J. Mohan, How dependent is the third sector on public funding? Evidence from the National Survey of  Third

Sector Organisations (2010) 
55 Poll of  ACEVO members, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
56 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
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3.3 Target resources at the most deprived communities

If a shift of power and responsibility is what lies at the heart of the big society agenda,
then the Government needs to base its policies on a fundamental fact: that different
individuals and different communities have different capacities to take power and
responsibility. To take a few illustrations of this phenomenon: 

• there is a clear direct relationship between volunteering rates and levels of
deprivation – the less well-off an area, the less likely people are to be volunteering50

• people with a degree are twice as likely to volunteer than those with no
qualifications 51

• people in the ‘civic core’ that accounts for the majority of voluntary activity (31% of
the population provides nearly 90% of volunteer hours, just under 80% of charitable
giving, and around 70% of civic participation) are more likely to have higher
education qualifications, be middle-aged, be owner occupiers, actively practise their
religion, and have lived in the same neighbourhood for at least 10 years.52

• some parts of the country have a much richer associational life than others –
excluding central London boroughs, where many national organisations are based,
the number of voluntary organisations per thousand people ranges from 0.9 in
some local authority areas to 7.7 in others, almost an eight-fold variation.53

Not only does community capacity to deliver the big society vary, that variation is likely
to be exacerbated by spending cuts, given the fact that in more deprived areas, that
capacity is likely to be more dependent on the state resourcing it. The capacity of
individuals to contribute to their communities is likely to be more dependent on the
state supporting them to do so (supporting them to have the health, skills, and financial
security that enables them to contribute to community life), while research suggests
that similarly civil society organisations in poorer areas are likely to receive more of
their funding from the public sector than those in richer areas.54This may not be how
the Government would like things to be, but it is how things are at the moment. And it
is clear that this causes concern amongst both the public and voluntary sector leaders:
our poll of voluntary sector CEOs found that 83% worry that as it stands, the
Government’s big society agenda will work less well for deprived communities,55 whilst
59% of UK adults believe the big society will not work as well in poorer communities as
it will in better off areas, as against 19% disagreeing and 22% answering ‘don’t know’.56

The Government needs to recognise that this is a problem for its big society vision, and
one that needs to be addressed. 

If the capacity to build a big society is weaker in more deprived communities, the
Government needs to understand how that capacity (understood as a mix of
aspiration, attitudes, skills, space, resources) can be built, and then proactively set about
putting that understanding into practice. 
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In so doing, it also needs to articulate the role of the state in ensuring communities
have the aspiration and the means to taking greater power and responsibility. If the big
society is about reducing ‘big government’, then clearly the state is the problem. But if,
as we have argued above, the big society is about empowering people and communities
and encouraging people to take greater responsibility for the society around them, then
sometimes the state will be the barrier (for instance, by discouraging people from
getting involved through over-regulation; state monopolies). But sometimes the barriers
may be elsewhere (for instance, research57 has consistently found that a key barrier to
more volunteering is people spending too much time at work, i.e. a barrier of the
market rather than the state); and sometimes the state may be an enabler rather than a
barrier to people taking greater control over their lives (as it was, for instance, when it
funded People First Lambeth – see box on page 20). As David Cameron has said, we
need to ‘reimagine’ the state, rather than seeing it as the problem per se. “I believe that
in general, a simplistic retrenchment of the state which assumes that better alternatives
to state action will just spring to life unbidden is wrong. Instead we need a thoughtful
re-imagination of the role, as well as the size, of the state….  the re-imagined state
should not stop at creating opportunities for people to take control of their lives. It
must actively help people take advantage of this new freedom. This means a new role
for the state: actively helping to create the big society; directly agitating for, catalysing and
galvanising social renewal. So yes, in the fight against poverty, inequality, social breakdown
and injustice I do want to move from state action to social action. But I see a powerful
role for government in helping to engineer that shift.” 58

The Government now needs to build a more detailed understanding of what role
David Cameron’s ‘reimagined state’ would play in building community capacity
(understood as a mix of aspiration, attitudes, skills, space, resources) where currently it is
lacking - ‘agitating for, catalysing and galvanising social renewal’, as the Prime Minister has
put it. It needs to articulate exactly what that intervention would look like, and what
role businesses and others might play. It needs a sophisticated plan for putting that
understanding into action. And it needs to back that plan up with the requisite
resources. In other words, the Government needs a strategy to ensure that the
community capacity necessary to build the big society exists across the country,
including in the most deprived communities, and not just in some areas. At present we
do not see one.

Finally, we believe that in seeking to build community capacity to foster the big society,
Government needs to start from a clear position that the state is not and should not
be abdicating its ultimate responsibilities, particularly to the most vulnerable. The state
will and should retain its responsibilities to ensure appropriate services or protection
for such groups, even if it does not directly provide those services itself. 

In the short term, we recommend that the Government repeat, for March 2012, the
£100 million Transition Fund to support voluntary organisations providing high-quality
public services but at risk from spending cuts. However, we recommend that the Fund
be targeted at voluntary organisations working with the most deprived communities
(of  place and of  interest) in the country.

57 E.g. Cabinet Office, Helping Out: a national survey of  volunteering and charitable giving (2007)
58 David Cameron MP, Hugo Young lecture, (10 November 2009)
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In the longer term but starting immediately, we recommend that the Government
formulate a comprehensive strategy for ensuring that all communities, of  place and of
interest, have the capacity to achieve the Government’s big society vision. That
strategy should cover: 

• clarity on which communities (of  place and of  interest) are less likely to be able to
respond to the Government’s big society vision 

• a better understanding of  what ‘community capacity’ to build a big society consists
of  (i.e. what combination of  aspiration, attitudes, leadership, skills, organisations,
partnerships and resources are necessary), and how it can be fostered

• clarity on who is responsible for building that community capacity where it is
lacking (i.e. who at what layer of  Government or elsewhere is to be held to 
account for success or failure in undertaking which roles)

• the requisite resources to be put behind this strategy to make it a success
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Chapter Four

Harnessing the power of the 
private sector 
In chapter 1 we defined big society as “a society in which power and responsibility have
shifted: one in which, at every level in our national life, individuals and communities have
more aspiration, power and capacity to take decisions and solve problems themselves, and
where all of us take greater responsibility for ourselves, our communities and one another.” 

It is clear that business has a huge potential role in this agenda, and that it is not just from
individuals and communities that we should be asking for greater social responsibility, but
from businesses too. Businesses can empower people and support them to take
responsibility, and they can act corporately to take greater responsibility for the communities
around them (see box on Linklaters). 

Linklaters ‘Linking Work with Learning’ – responsible business, empowered community 

Linking Work with Learning (LWWL) is a three-year partnership between Linklaters LLP,
The Learning Trust (LEA), Inspire! and schools in the London borough of Hackney,
providing support for pupils with reading, writing, debating, enterprise and work-related
activities, as well as offering mentoring schemes, work experience, careers and enterprise
events and professional development opportunities for teachers. Of the Linklaters LLP
employees engaged in volunteering through the programme, 71% saw a development in
their job satisfaction and 76% a development in their commitment to the company. Of the
children surveyed by the University of Warwick as part of its evaluation of the project,
70% said it had ‘definitely or strongly helped’ them improve their interpersonal skills and
88% said it had ‘definitely or strongly’ improved their attitudes.

Part of the impetus to this kind of good corporate citizenship lies in the fact that research
increasingly suggests it is good for business, 59 and an absence of community engagement
increasingly bad for business (in our discussions with business leaders we heard of examples
of companies losing multi-million-pound contracts purely on the basis of their inability to
articulate how they would engage with local communities). 

But there is also a moral imperative behind businesses acting as good corporate citizens and
enabling their employees to be more socially engaged. 64% of people believe companies
have a ‘duty’ to give something back to their local communities, and 54% believe companies
also have a duty to make it easy for their employees to do the same. 60 As one business
woman told us, “businesses need to stop being presented with social or environmental
issues and saying it’s someone else's problem; it is our problem.” And in the words of
another business leader, “businesses make money out of a community, it seems to me totally
legitimate to ask then what businesses do for a community.” 61

59 See e.g. http://www.bitc.org.uk/resources/publications/the_value_of.html 
60 Bell Pottinger, Big Society & Harnessing the Power of  the UK (2011) 
61 Oral evidence to the Commission on Big Society 
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If it is clear that up and down the country, businesses are already contributing significantly to
community life, it is also clear that there is huge untapped potential. In the words of one
business leader, “the principle that business can and should do more is just so obvious.” 62

In this chapter we call for that potential to be realised through: 

1. Socially responsible business leadership

2. Ensuring employees have time for a ‘community life’

3. Banking reform to help capitalise the big society 

4.1 Socially responsible business leadership

Realising business’ potential to contribute to big society will partly rely on a significant
culture shift. We heard that for many businesses, ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’
(CSR) remains something of an add-on or an afterthought, rather than core to what
they do or how they do it, and more of a tick-box marketing exercise than a
genuinely useful attempt to take social action. It is an increasing phenomenon, but still
relatively few companies put their ‘core strengths’ to social good (an accountancy firm
providing pro-bono accountancy rather than a troupe of volunteer accountants to
paint a community centre), and even fewer ‘act to create the sustainable market their
futures depend on’, as one business leader put it to us. Recent YouGov polling found
that whilst 7 out of 10 shoppers say they like shopping with companies who ‘visibly
give something back to society’, and that half of UK consumers say they would like to
buy from companies that have a strong CSR programme in place, 61% of consumers
say they hear a lot about CSR but ‘nothing of any substance’.63

Even within the boundaries of traditional CSR, significant benefit would be realised by
the ‘poor performers’ catching up with the best. Of the top 300 corporate donors,
two companies gave away 48 per cent and 40 per cent of their pre-tax profit in
2008/09 but most firms in most industries gave much less. Pharmaceutical firms gave
an average six per cent of their pre tax profit (including product donations), but in 56
out of 69 industries the average was less than one per cent. Variation within industries
is large. For example, giving in the food retailing industry ranges from £49,600 to
£1,600 per £1 million of pre-tax profit.64

We heard from both community groups and business that making these shifts happen
will depend on business leadership – ‘more Jamie Olivers’, as business leaders put it to
us, or ‘twenty-first-century Chamberlains,’ as community leaders in Birmingham
described it.65 There is clearly scope for a step change in such leadership - research by
Business in the Community found that 77% of business leaders think they could do
more to scale up strategic support for communities across their business, while 80%
felt they could do more to engage other businesses to scale up their support.66

Meanwhile our public polling found that 66% of UK adults believe business leaders
should do more for the communities they serve, for instance by donating more of
their profits or allowing staff to use paid time for voluntary work, as against 18%
disagreeing. 67

62 Oral evidence to the Commission on Big Society
63 YouGov research, 2010, http://today.yougov.co.uk/consumer/ethical-shopping  
64 Cabinet Office analysis based on C. Pharoah, Charity Market Monitor 2010 (2010)
65 Oral evidence to the Commission on Big Society 
66 Business in the Community, Transforming Business, Transforming Communities (2010) 
67 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown
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We recommend that Government seek to catalyse a culture shift in business
leadership, working with organisations such as Business in the Community, the CBI
and IoD to bring people together, using the ‘bully pulpit’ to bring public attention to
the  issue, and giving public recognition to socially responsible business leadership
(e.g. through the honours system). 

4.2 Having time for a ‘community life’: the role for business

There has been much public debate about the need for people to strike a good
‘work-life balance’, and a growing awareness of the importance of employees having
time for ‘family life’ – a shift in attitudes increasingly mirrored in public policy with the
extension of rights to leave and flexible working for parents.

We believe we should also be concerned to ensure that people have the time and
opportunities to have a ‘community life’. In the UK employees not only work longer
hours than in other European countries, the trend appears to be for more and more
of our time to be taken up with work: full-time workers in Britain put in the longest
hours in Europe, at an average 43.6 hours per week, while the number of people
working over 48 hours has more than doubled since 1998, from 10% of employees to
26%. 68

We need to be wary that changing work patterns do not add barriers to people
having a ‘community life’ – the time and opportunity to engage with and contribute to
the communities they live in. Lack of spare time is commonly cited as a barrier to
more volunteering: the Government’s Citizenship Survey for 2008/9 showed that the
top three barriers to volunteering were work commitments (cited by 55% of those
who did not volunteer), family responsibilities (30%) and lack of spare time (26%).69

We believe that there is a role for business in enabling people to contribute to their
communities, without the need to turn back the clock on changing work patterns –
but it is clear that currently not all businesses are taking up that opportunity. A recent
survey of over 2,000 people found that 31% don’t know how their company would
feel about them getting involved in activity benefiting society or the community during
work time, while 23% said their company does not offer opportunities for them to
get involved. 70 Cabinet Office research recently found that half of employees would
like to see a volunteering or giving scheme established by their employer where they
one doesn’t currently exist. 71

The Government is clearly aware of the potential for hard-working employees to
contribute to their communities if businesses can become enablers of such social
action. For instance, the Government has proposed launching ‘a national day to
celebrate and encourage social action’,72 partly with the intention of addressing some
of the barriers relating to lack of time outlined above. However, we fear that creating
a new public holiday loosely connected to voluntary activity would probably offer
poor improvements in levels of participation, and that there is a danger it would

68 M. Bunting, Willing Slaves: How the Overwork Culture is Ruling Our Lives (2004) 
69 DCLG, Citizenship Survey (2009)
70 Bell Pottinger, Big Society & Harnessing the Power of  the UK (2011)
71 Cabinet Office, Helping Out: a national survey of  volunteering and charitable giving (2007) 
72 HM Government, The Coalition: our programme for government (2010) 
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73 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown. Absolute number are based ONS
employment figures for the quarter to February 2011

74 Cabinet Office, Helping Out: a national survey of  volunteering and charitable giving (2007) 

simply lead to tokenism. Instead the Government should seek to reduce the degree
to which time spent at work acts as a barrier to employees making regular, substantive
contributions to their communities which make the best of their skills. 

We recommend that rather than launching a ‘national day to celebrate and
encourage social action’, the Government  amend the Employment Rights Act 1996
to extend employees’ existing right to take reasonable time off  for certain public
duties (e.g. to serve as magistrates, councillors or on the governing bodies of
schools) to enable them to take reasonable time off, with the permission of  their
employers, to serve a voluntary organisation. 

Our public polling found that only 5% of UK adults say they would be very likely, and
15% fairly likely, to use an extra bank holiday intended to celebrate and encourage
social action to do voluntary work – and many of these people do not work in any
case, either by virtue of their age or due to unemployment. By contrast, 9% of
employed UK adults (2.6 million people) say they would be very likely, and 28% 
(8.2 million people) fairly likely, to take up extended rights to take reasonable time off
work to do voluntary work.73 In other words, our recommendation would involve
fewer people taking time off work than would be the case with a bank holiday, but
with greater social impact. By extending the 1996 Act, with its provisions on what
constitutes reasonable time off and employers’ right to refuse, the Government would
be providing a ‘nudge’ to socially-responsible behaviour rather than imposing a
regulatory requirement on business. It would likely lead to more meaningful use, and
development, of employees’ skills, and would spread community engagement over the
course of a year rather than requiring whole companies to close for a day. Given all of
the above, we estimate the costs to business would be significantly lower than an
extra bank holiday and would likely have significant benefits in terms of workforce
development. 

However, even if more people were able to give more to their communities, we
heard from some businesses that they find it difficult to know where to direct that
resource as they find it hard to build a good understanding of the different needs of
the range of community organisations operating in the areas they work in. We
therefore welcome the efforts of Business in the Community to establish business-led
brokerage between local businesses (large and small) and voluntary organisations in
local areas, particularly the most deprived. 

We recommend that Government, umbrella organisations in the voluntary sector,
Business in the Community and business groups such as the CBI, Federation of  Small
Businesses and British Chambers of  Commerce work together to scale up Business
in the Community’s Business Connector programme.  

Finally, we believe there is significant scope for businesses to enable or ‘nudge’ their
employees towards giving to good causes. The Cabinet Office research mentioned
above, which found that half of employees would like to see a giving or volunteering
scheme established by their employer where they don’t currently exist, suggests an
appetite for such action.74 And yet the primary vehicle currently used by businesses to
enable their employees to give money to good causes (payroll giving schemes)
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produce relatively poor results: payroll giving currently accounts for only 1% of total
giving, and only 3% of donors give in this way.75 Amongst the series of measures to
promote charitable giving announced in the 2011 Budget, which we welcome, was a
commitment to explore ways to increase take-up of payroll giving.76We see huge
potential here. 

We recommend that the Government seek to incentivise employers to encourage
and facilitate employee engagement with charitable giving, for instance by increasing
take-up of  payroll giving. We look forward to the recommendations of  the
Philanthropy Review on how that might be achieved, and recommend that on
receipt of  the Review’s recommendations the Government set out a clear timetable
for formulating and implementing measures in this area. 

4.3 Banking reform: helping to capitalise the big society

Financial services are often described as the engine of the economy, enabling business
to start up, take risks and grow. But they have traditionally not acted as the engine of
social action, enabling people to start up, take risks for, or grow activities that benefit
society or particular communities. 

Rather than empowering individuals to do more with their lives, the shape of financial
services in this country too often disempowers them. Financial exclusion (i.e. the
inability, difficulty or reluctance to access appropriate, mainstream financial services)
remains a significant problem, with 4% of households in the UK still ‘unbanked’ (i.e.
without access to a transactional bank account), and many more unable to access
affordable credit. 77 It can lead to reliance on high-cost lenders or loan-sharks, can be a
barrier to employment, and means people pay more for other services (e.g. where
payment is cheaper by direct debit).78 In other words, it means hundreds of thousands
of people lack a basic empowering platform which most of us take for granted, and
which the Treasury’s Financial Inclusion Taskforce describes as “increasingly essential to
participation in modern society.”  

Organisations with a social purpose are similarly constrained by the shape of financial
services in the UK. As the Government has recognised, “lack of access to capital is still
holding social ventures back. It can frustrate investment in key areas such as buildings,
equipment, technology and staff training. New social ventures struggle to get going
without start-up capital. Social ventures already trading find it difficult to cope with
‘lump’ cash flow without working capital. And we have only a few social ventures that
operate on a large scale… partly because of a lack of capital for growth.” 80

75 NCVO & Charities Aid Foundation, UK Giving 2010: An Overview of  Charitable Giving in the UK, 2009/10 (2010)
76 HM Treasury, Budget 2011 
77 HMT Financial Inclusion Taskforce, Banking services and poorer households (December 2010)
78 HMT, Financial Inclusion – the way forward (2008)
79 HMT Financial Inclusion Taskforce, Banking services and poorer households (December 2010)
80 HM Government, Growing the Social Investment Market: a vision and strategy (2011)
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What is more, in the areas most in need of what the Prime Minister has called “social
recovery”, individuals and organisations are increasingly unlikely to have access to
financial services – over recent years more local high street bank branches have been
lost in Britain’s least affluent inner cities and traditional manufacturing areas than in any
other area. 81

The Government is intervening to address the lack of access to capital holding social
action back, with a variety of measures82 such as the creation of a Big Society Bank to
promote the growth of social investment (i.e. investment that generates a social as well
as financial return). We welcome these measures, but believe it must be the mainstream
banks, acting with and in addition to existing and emerging social investment institutions,
who act as the engine not just for economic growth, but for social recovery and the Big
Society too. 

Given that the banking sector played a clear role in the economic crisis of 2008
onwards, a crisis for which communities across the country are continuing (and in some
cases only just beginning) to pay the price, we believe it is time for a step-change in the
degree to which British banks engage with and support the communities they operate
in. The Project Merlin agreement which some – but not all – of the banks reached with
the Government in February 2011 is a step in the right direction, but it does not
constitute the kind of fundamental shift in attitude and behaviour which we would like
to see from the banking sector in terms of their support for community action. The
banks need to reconnect with the communities they operate in, rely on, and in theory
serve. The Project Merlin talks were a historic opportunity for the banks to do that –
but they did not seize it. Their failure to do so is particularly disappointing given the vast
sums of public money that have been spent on keeping them afloat. It therefore falls to
the Government to use a variety of measures to ‘nudge’ the UK’s banking sector
towards greater social responsibility. 

Financial services as an engine for social action

Alt Valley Community Trust (AVCT) is based in an economically deprived area of north-
east Liverpool and focuses on creating training and employment opportunities for local
people. Working with two sister organisations, AVCT runs a community-based training
facility, the Communiversity, which is housed in a former old people’s home and offers a
broad curriculum, including subjects such as IT, construction, digital design and mechanics. 

AVCT received initial social investment (i.e. investment intended to produce both a
financial and a social return) in 2003 of £200,000 (£100,000 loan and £100,000 grant) to
develop and expand the Communiversity site by building a recording studio, conference
centre, café, crèche and study support rooms. 

In 2006, AVCT received an investment of £1 million to develop a vocational training
centre for 14 to 19-year-olds. It has subsequently increased its training and learning
contracts and turnover has grown from £0.7 million in 2003/04 to £1.8 million in 2009/10.
AVCT has used this income to make loan repayments and to invest in providing additional
services to the local community.

81 A. Leyshon et al., The Changing Geography of  British Bank and Building Society Branch Networks, 1995-2003 (2006)
82 HM Government, Growing the social investment market (2011)
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Firstly, we urge the Government to apply the pressure of transparency to the mainstream
banking sector to encourage it to engage with and invest in social ventures, and to lend
responsibly to individual borrowers who are currently financially excluded. 

Under the terms of the Project Merlin agreement between the Government and four of
the UK’s major banks, the Bank of England will monitor whether the promised funds for
business are being made available, and will publish quarterly assessments. 

We recommend that the Bank of  England include, in its quarterly assessments of  Project
Merlin banks’ lending to businesses, an analysis of  the degree to which the banks are
lending to voluntary organisations and other social ventures. 

In the US, successive administrations from 1977 onwards have legislated both to require
banks to be more transparent about their lending practices to more deprived communities,
and to reward banks with a strong record of responsible investment in poorer communities.
The legislation (the Community Reinvestment Act or CRA) requires financial institutions
with over $1 billion in assets to report data on small business lending and enables those
institutions to be examined to assess whether they are adequately meeting the credit needs
of communities that suffer from financial exclusion. The financial institutions are given ‘CRA
ratings’ which are publicly available and searchable online. The CRA has helped spread best
practice in the provision of financial services to previously excluded groups, with larger
banks often developing specialized units that focus on the needs of particular communities
or forming partnerships with existing social investors such as community development
finance institutions (CDFIs) and working through them to provide financial services to
individuals and organisations who would otherwise struggle to access credit. Without
encouraging banks to take irresponsible risks (institutions covered by the CRA were
significantly less likely than those not covered to make the kind of high-risk home purchase
loans that led to the credit crunch),83 the CRA is believed to have channelled billions of
dollars into more deprived communities in the US. 

We support the analysis of the Social Investment Taskforce, chaired by Sir Ronald Cohen
(Advisor to the Government on the Big Society Bank), that voluntary approaches to banking
transparency “have failed,” and that it is therefore time for a UK version of the Community
Reinvestment Act, with the legislation ensuring that the pattern of lending and other
investment by banks in under-invested communities is disclosed systematically, by borough,
ward, type of loan and borrower.84 In calling for a UK version of the CRA we add our voice
to a growing number of individuals and organisations advocating such a measure, from think
tanks such as Respublica and the Demos Progressive Conservatism project to the over 400
voluntary organisations signed up to the Better Banking Campaign. We believe that the
result would be a mainstream banking sector far more engaged in supporting sustainable,
scalable social action, a far more successful social investment market of the type the
Government is committed to building,85 and a voluntary sector far better placed to
empower individuals and communities and promote social responsibility through the
delivery of public services. 

We recommend that the Government introduce a UK version of  the American
Community Reinvestment Act, tailored to the British economy and society, with the aim
of  promoting responsible, affordable and fair credit for individuals, and promoting
investment in organisations whose activities have a beneficial social impact

83 M. Wind-Cowie, Recapitalising the poor: why property is not theft (Demos 2009)
84 Social Investment Taskforce, Social investment ten years on (2010)
85 HM Government, Growing the social investment market (2011)
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Secondly, we welcome the Government’s announcement that it intends to explore options
for tax incentives to promote investment in social ventures,86 and urge the Treasury to bring
forward concrete proposals as soon as possible.

We recommend that the Government catalyse greater engagement between the
mainstream banks and social ventures by bringing forward proposals, by the 2012 Budget,
for tax incentives to encourage individual and corporate investors to invest in options that
generate both a financial and a social return.  

Finally, as a symbol of the new start we believe is needed from the banking sector in its
relationship with communities, we believe poorer-performing banks should match those
banks doing more to support the communities they operate in. Some banks already re-
invest 1% or more of their pre-tax profits for social benefit, but others do less. Our public
polling found that 74% of UK adults believe banks could do a lot to restore their image if
they agreed to donate this proportion of their profits to charity instead of giving the money
to shareholders. 87

We call on all UK banks to commit to re-investing 1% or more of  their pre-tax profits for
social benefit. 

86 HM Government, Growing the social investment market (2011)
87 YouGov poll for the Commission on Big Society, April 2011. See appendices for a full breakdown 
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Appendix A

About the Commission 
The Commission on Big Society was set up by ACEVO in January 2011 with the following
terms of reference: 

“to articulate a vision for what needs to be achieved through the Big Society agenda,
and to recommend practical steps that Government at all levels, third sector
organisations, businesses and others need to take to make that vision a reality.” 

Its members were: 

Hilary Belcher (CEO, Mosaic Clubhouse)

Hilary Belcher is CEO of Mosaic Clubhouse, a small charity operating in south London
whose mission is to assist in the recovery of people with mental ill-health. Mosaic
Clubhouse provides members with opportunities to work and learn by contributing their
talents and volunteering their time to work in partnership with the staff team to manage
and run the charity. The Clubhouse provides routes back into paid employment, educational
classes leading to nationally recognised qualifications and the chance to increase social
networks through their participation in the evening and social programmes. 

Lord Boateng 

Paul Boateng is a Labour member of the House of Lords. He began his career as a civil
rights lawyer, working primarily on social and community cases, involving women's rights,
housing and police complaints. He became a Labour MP in 1987 and held a variety of
ministerial posts at the Department of Health, Home Office and Treasury where, as Chief
Secretary to the Treasury, he was responsible for finalising the 2002 and 2004 Spending
Reviews. After standing down as an MP in 2005, he was appointed High Commissioner to
South Africa. He was elevated to the House of Lords in 2010.  

Nick Boles MP

Nick Boles is a Conservative Member of Parliament and Parliamentary Private Secretary to
the Schools Minister, Nick Gibb. He previously founded a small business, was a councillor for
Westminster City Council, and founded and then acted as Director of the think tank Policy
Exchange. In 2008 he was appointed Chief of Staff for the Mayor of London, Boris Johnson.
In 2010 he was elected to Parliament. He is a member of the Cambridge-based think tank
the Henry Jackson Society. 

Phil Collins (The Times)

Philip Collins is a writer on The Times, chair of the think tank Demos, and a Senior Visiting
Fellow in the Department of Government at the London School of Economics. He was,
until July 2007, Chief Speech Writer to the Prime Minister, Tony Blair. Between 2000 and
2004, he was Director of the Social Market Foundation (SMF), an independent think-tank
and charity. Prior to that, Mr. Collins spent five years as an investment banker. He has also
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worked as a political assistant to Frank Field MP, for the Institute of Education at the
University of London and for the BBC and London Weekend Television. He has published
two novels and a number of academic books on broadcasting policy and public service
reform.

Richard Chartres (the Bishop of  London) 

Richard Chartres became the 132nd Bishop of London in November 1995. He has
previously acted as the Gresham Professor of Divinity, and a Privy Counsellor. He is a
director of the Coexist Foundation (a charity promoting interfaith understanding), Chairman
of the Church Buildings Division of the Church of England, founder and chairman of St
Ethelburga’s Centre for Reconciliation and Peace, and deputises for the Archbishop of
Canterbury as Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Church Commissioners. He is
also responsible, on behalf of the Archbishop, for relations with the Orthodox Churches. 

Matt Hyde (CEO, NUS)

Matt Hyde has been Chief Executive of the National Union of Students since 2007. Prior to
NUS, he was General Manager of Goldsmiths College Students' Union, Deputy General
Manager of KCLSU and President of the University of London Union. He is a Director of
NUS Services Limited and attends the Endsleigh Insurance Limited Board. Matt has worked
in the voluntary sector over a number of years as consultant and board member (of the
Poetry Society and Student Volunteering England), is a Patron of UNLOCK (the National
Association of Reformed Offenders) and Fellow of the Royal Society of the Arts.

Peter McGurn (CEO, Goodwin Centre)

Peter McGurn is Chief Executive of the Goodwin Development Trust, a social enterprise on
an inner-city housing estate in Hull. Peter has held this position for 10 years and has
overseen its growth from a small volunteer-led community organisation to one of the
country’s most entrepreneurial and successful Development Trusts. Goodwin currently
employs over 300 staff, works with over 100 volunteers, and has an annual turnover of
more than £10 million. Its activities include conferencing, catering, childcare, education, ICT,
facilities management, neighbourhood wardens, healthcare, transport and construction. Peter
has recently completed a Masters research project at the Judge Business School, Cambridge
University, identifying and comparing the psychological profiles of the UK’s leading social
entrepreneurs.

Michael Quicke (CEO, CCLA)

Michael Quicke joined CCLA in March 2006 and is the Chief Executive. Before joining the
Company he was the Chief Executive of Leopold Joseph Holdings plc, the private banking
and asset management group which was quoted on the London Stock Exchange. He is a
Trustee of the National Trust and Chairman of its Audit Committee.
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Lord Rennard (Chair, Commission on Big Society)

Chris Rennard is a Liberal Democrat member of the House of Lords. He was formerly
Chief Executive of the Liberal Democrats, having held a variety of posts within the party
over a period of nearly 30 years. He is also a trustee of the charity Action on Smoking and
Health (ASH) and a member of the Advisory Board of the Magna Carta Institute Brunel
University.

Srabani Sen (CEO, Contact a Family)

Srabani Sen is Chief Executive of Contact a Family. Previous roles include Chief Executive of
the campaigning organisation Alcohol Concern, and Head of Communications and then
Acting Director of Nations, Regions and Campaigning at Diabetes UK. She is also a trustee
of the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations (ACEVO). 

Jane Slowey CBE (CEO, Foyer Federation) 

Jane Slowey is Chief Executive of the Foyer Federation, and chair of Skills – Third Sector.
Previous roles include Vice Chair of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) between 2003 and 2008, CEO of Birmingham Voluntary Service Council (BVSC),
Vice Chair of the West Midlands Regional Assembly, and as an elected member of
Birmingham City Council she chaired the Community Affairs Committee and led work on
devolution. 

Dame Clare Tickell (CEO, Action for Children)

Clare Tickell is Chief Executive of Action for Children, a national children’s charity, and a
trustee of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO). She has previously
held many non-executive and advisory positions in the voluntary and housing sectors, as
well as in the Social Exclusion Unit, the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, the
Department of Health and the Audit Commission. In 2010 she was appointed by
Government to lead a review of the Early Years Foundation Stage, and reported in early
2011. 

Ralph Michell (Secretary to the Commission) 

Ralph Michell is Head of Policy at the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary
Organisations (ACEVO), where he leads ACEVO’s work representing its members to
Government and other stakeholders. 

Adam Leach (Stakeholder Engagement for the Commission)

Adam Leach was formerly CEO of the International Business Leaders Forum, a not-for-
profit organisation founded by HRH the Prince of Wales, working with business,
governments and civil society to enhance the contribution that companies can make to
sustainable development. Prior to this he was regional director at Oxfam, where he had
overarching responsibility for Oxfam’s work in Africa, the Middle East and Eastern Europe. 
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Over the course of January to April 2011, the Commission: 

• held evidence-gathering roundtables across the English regions and in 
Scotland and Wales

• met collectively or individually with key stakeholders 

• received written submissions from a variety of organisations

• undertook a poll of over 100 voluntary sector chief executives 

• commissioned YouGov to undertake public polling   

A list of organisations we spoke to or received submissions from is contained in Appendix B.

The results of the public polling undertaken by YouGov can be found in Appendix C. 

The full results of the poll of voluntary sector chief executives can be found in Appendix D.
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The organisations we spoke to 
Accord Housing Group
Age Concern Neath Port Talbot
Aneurin Bevan NHS Trust
Association of Charitable Foundations (ACF)
Beating Bowel Cancer
Bell Pottinger
Big Society Network 
BT
Business in the Community (BITC)
Cabinet Office 
Careers Development Group
Catholic Bishops' Conference of England
and Wales
Centre for Confidence and Wellbeing
Charities Aid Foundation (CAF)
Christie Commission 
Church of England Archbishops' Council
Citizen's Advice Scotland
Community Accountancy Self Help
Community Foundation for Merseyside
Community Foundation for Merseyside
Confederation of British Industry (CBI)
Corporate Culture
Demos
Department for Communities and Local
Government
Department of Health
Development Trust Association (now
Locality)
Development Trust Association Scotland
Equality and Diversity Forum
Friends of the Elderly
Future Health and Social Care Association
(CIC)
Grenfell Housing Association
Groundwork UK
Hays Wales
HW Controls and Assurance
Industry and Parliament Trust
Institute for Public Policy Research (ippr)
Institute of Directors (IoD)
Institute of Fundraising
Ipsos Mori

Jamie Oliver's companies
Lench's Trust
Local Government Association (LGA)
Local Solutions
Lord Wei 
Mediation Works
Midland Heart
Mission Fish
NAVCA
NCVO 
Netherton Feelgood Factory
PKF
Policy Network 
PSS
Quarriers
Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS)
Reform 
Rethink
Rotary International
Sandwell Council
Scottish Chief Medical Officer 
Scottish Community Development Centre
Scottish Government 
Scottish Refugee Council 
SCVO
SIFA Fireside
Social Action Forum (Labour Party)
Social Enterprise London
St Barnabas Hospice Trust (Lincolnshire)
St Peters Partnerships
Strathpeffer and Lochalsh Highland Council
The Fire Fighters Charity
The Jan Foundation
The Lucy Faithful Foundation
The Philanthropy Review
The RSA
The Theatres Trust
The Wise Group
UnLtd
Urgent Care 24
Volunteering England
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Public polling

In April 2011 we Commissioned YouGov to undertake a poll of a representative sample of
just over 2,500 adults across the UK on their views relating to the Big Society. The results of
this polling are shown below. 

The Government has 
failed to give everyone a 

clear idea of  what the 
‘Big Society’ is about

39% Strongly agree

39% Agree

7% Disagree

2% Strongly disagree

13% Don’t know

The Big Society is a good 
idea and everyone should 

get behind it 

7% Strongly agree

32% Agree

19% Disagree

16% Strongly disagree

26% Don’t know

The Big Society will not 
work as well in poorer 
communities as it will in 

better off  areas 

26% Strongly agree

33% Agree

16% Disagree

3% Strongly disagree

22% Don’t know
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The Government has a 
clear strategy in place to 

implement the Big Society 
programme

2% Strongly agree

11% Agree

34% Disagree

25% Strongly disagree

28% Don’t know

If  the Government introduced 
another bank holiday 'to 

celebrate and encourage social 
action', how likely or unlikely 

would you be to use the extra 
day to do voluntary work for 

good causes?

5% Very likely

15% Fairly likely

44% Not that likely

36% Not likely at all

If  the government gave you 
the right to request 

reasonable time off  from 
your employer to do 

voluntary work, how likely 
or unlikely would you be to 

take it up? 30% Not applicable, 
I don't have an employer

6% Very likely

19% Fairly likely

24% Not that likely

20% Not likely at all

Business leaders 
should do much more for 
the communities that they 

serve, for example by 
donating more of  their 

profits and allowing some 
of  their staff  to use paid 
time for voluntary work

24% Strongly agree

42% Agree

15% Disagree

3% Strongly disagree

16% Don’t know
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Local councils should not be 
allowed to make more cuts to 
voluntary sector organisations 
& charities than they make to 
their own council run services 

29% Strongly agree

38% Agree

12% Disagree

3% Strongly disagree

17% Don’t know

Banks could do a lot to 
restore their image if  they all 
agreed to donate 1% of  their 

pre-tax profits to charity 
instead of  giving the money to 

shareholders including the 
Government

40% Strongly agree

34% Agree

10% Disagree

4% Strongly disagree

11% Don’t know
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Poll of voluntary sector chief executives 

In April 2011 we polled just over 100 ACEVO members (chief executives of charities, social
enterprises and other voluntary organisations) on their views relating to the Big Society. The
full results of that poll are below.

I have a clear 
understanding of  what 
the big society means

12.4% Strongly agree

45.7% Agree

29.5% Disagree

7.6% Strongly disagree

4.8% Don’t know

The big society agenda 
is fundamentally 

a good thing

9.4% Strongly agree

53.8% Agree

11.3% Disagree

7.5% Strongly disagree

17.9% Don’t know

The Government has a 
good understanding of  
the voluntary sector 

(charities, social enterprises, 
other not-for-profit 

organisations)

0.9% Strongly agree

7.5% Agree

57.5% Disagree

31.1% Strongly disagree

2.8% Don’t know
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The Government 
respects and values the 
voluntary sector as a 

partner

0.9% Strongly agree

23.6% Agree

44.3% Disaagree

25.5% Strongly disagree

5.7% Don’t know

Local government 
spending cuts to the 
voluntary sector will 
undermine the big 

society vision

53.8% Strongly agree

34.0% Agree

5.7% Disaagree

2.8% Strongly disagree

3.8% Don’t know

The department(s)/ 
public sector agencies 

I work most closely with 
consider the big society 

agenda a priority

2.9% Strongly agree

21.6% Agree

41.2% Disagree

18.6% Strongly disagree

15.7% Don’t know

The Government’s public 
service reform agenda 
will give the users of  
public services more 

power and control over 
their lives

1.0% Strongly agree

25.2% Agree

29.1% Disagree

22.3% Strongly disagree

22.3% Don’t know
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I worry that as it 
currently stands, the 

Government's big society 
agenda will work less well 
for deprived communities

46.2% Strongly agree

36.8% Agree

4.7% Disagree

1.9% Strongly disagree

10.4% Don’t know

The attitudes of  people 
working in the public sector, 

and the culture of  public 
sector agencies, will be 

barriers to any attempts to 
give individuals and 

communities more power 
over their lives

24.5% Strongly agree

44.3% Agree

15.1% Disagree

5.7% Strongly disagree

10.4% Don’t know
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ACEVO is the professional body for third sector chief executives. 
We connect, develop, support and represent our members, to increase
the sector’s impact and efficiency. 

We promote a modern, enterprising third sector, and call upon
organisations to be:

•  Professional and passionate in achieving change and delivering
results

•  Well-led, with a commitment to professional development, training
and diversity

•  Well-governed and accountable, with robust and fit-for-purpose
systems to protect independence and enable effective decision-making

•  Enterprising and innovative, taking an entrepreneurial approach to
funding issues and striving for continuous improvement and sustainable
development.

For more information, visit www.acevo.org.uk

http://www.acevo.org.uk



