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1 Notions of Big Society: some 
initial parliamentary perspectives 
Jenny Harrow

Framing and re‑framing a policy concept

The UK government’s public policy theme and apparent policy promise of the 

‘Big Society’ was conceived, and honed, by the Conservative Party leadership 

in opposition. With that party now dominant in the UK’s coalition government, 

the Big Society as an area of policy is showing more of the strains and less 

of the enthusiasm that developed it in the first place. This paper considers 

how policy around the notion of Big Society has unfolded in parliamentary 

contexts, demonstrates some of the multiple interpretations being articulated 

by its protagonists and antagonists, and considers the relative importance of 

parliamentary opinion, if the broad aspirations for this policy are to be realized 

politically and practically.

Debate within the UK’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) is 

deepening on this policy’s relative value or vacuity, when seen against the 

shadow and the substance of government deficit‑led austerity and retrenchment 

measures. Some early policy entrepreneurs of Big Society thinking are 

reinvigorating and partially relaunching its arguments and rationales; others are 

departing from the scene. Against the scramble to create policy alternatives 

in the political sphere (in which parties both in and out of government are 

engaging), the feasibility of the Big Society’s reach throughout the UK, given the 

UK’s devolutionary structures, is being raised.

Three interlinked core ideas are presented within Big Society thinking: 

empowering local communities; opening up public services to provision by a 

wide range of organizations; and promoting social action by citizens. These core 
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ideas offer an aspirational governing values statement, in which the overarching 

goals are to devolve power, and to use the state to galvanize (but not lead) 

community engagement and social renewal. At the same time, these ideas 

appear attuned to – and thus able to take advantage of – already‑developed 

(and, in some cases, implemented) policy thinking and practice about ways 

of improving and changing society that are not state‑led. None of the three 

conceptual underpinnings – voluntarism, localism and associationalism – is a 

newcomer to public policy social change, nor to the debates within the UK about 

the relationship between the VCS and government.

As this policy initiative‑cum‑agenda unfolds, an inbuilt policy paradox 

appears. If decisions are best made locally and within groups in communities, 

there can be no one masterplan or single blueprint for the Big Society, little 

final clarification of what a policy might mean (except in its local context) and 

certainly no detailed specification of the complete Big Society story. By its very 

nature, this policy direction of travel looks untidy and may well be untidy in its 

thinking. Nuances by policy influentials or policy entrepreneurs therefore allow 

for intriguing degrees of reframing or room for policy shifts.

Academic practice and devolutionary perspectives

Debate on Big Society themes, issues and meaning continues to expand, from 

academic and VCS practitioner perspectives. That the Big Society’s ‘problem 

stream focus’ (Kingdon, 1995) is a shrinkage of the state role, a moving on 

from ‘Big Government’, is very evident in academic analysis (Smith, 2010). It 

also represents developments on a continuum from New Labour thinking on 

markets, networks and the state (Painter, 2011). For Barker (2011: 50), ‘talk 

of a “big society” is one more mutation of the unstable family of pluralism’. 

Division of thinking along VCS sub‑sector lines is appearing, for example, in 

Taylor et al (2011) – in relation to health improvement – or in Evans (2011: 

164), who concluded that, ‘although many positives are acknowledged, flaws 

are identified in the lack of attention paid to the unique position of children in 

society’. Foundations, as well as service‑providing voluntary and community 

organizations (VCOs), are responding – the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 

(2011), for example, has produced a web‑based documentary film. In this, 

volunteers and staff in a range of organizations (including women’s, arts, older 

people’s and housing groups) present their perspectives on the Big Society and 

its realities, so as to help ensure that ‘they are part of the policy discussion from 

the beginning’.
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In the devolved parliamentary institutions of the UK, the Big Society – 

whether as theme or practice – has seemed barely worthy of mention, being 

largely dismissed as a rebranding exercise of what has long been embedded 

in these nations, or as something that has ‘not been invented here’. In Wales, 

for example, one ministerial response has been that ‘community Engagement 

has and will continue to be a priority in Wales. We do not need to reinvent 

it as “the Big Society” or “localism”’ (Welsh Assembly, 2011). In Scottish 

Parliament Proceedings, Big Society examination per se has barely surfaced, 

except in the detail of Committee evidence – for example, in that Committee in 

which ‘our conversation is made a little more difficult by the ideas from England 

about the big society’ (Wall, 2011). It is viewed as a factor in receiving further 

consequential funding from the UK government (Swinney, 2011). Moreover, 

neither the Scottish Conservatives nor the Liberal Democrats mentioned the 

Big Society in manifestos for the May 2011 parliamentary elections (Mair, 2011). 

There appears to be a sense that Big Society is irrelevant as a policy except 

as a further funding source (Hermon, 2011, for example, regarding Northern 

Ireland and Big Society Capital, the Big Society bank concept). Harrow et al 

(2011), however, exploring the devolved nations’ approach to Big Society policy 

in the context of localism, consider the pressures facing smaller and smaller 

community organizations in localities – whether or not to take the best parts of 

the policy offer, while acknowledging its risks, possible rigidity and uncertainty.

Parliamentary perspectives

Within the growing literature and commentaries on Big Society thinking, there 

seems to have been little attention to the lines of thought being developed and 

expressed in the UK parliament itself. Within Parliament, Big Society’s progress 

is variously scrutinized, lauded, condemned or invoked, mostly but not always 

across political party lines. The announcement of the House of Commons 

Public Administration Select Committee (PASC) inquiry into the Big Society 

proposals as part of its interest ‘in the wider theme of smaller government’ 

(PASC, 2011), important though it was, appears to have made Big Society 

thinking, paradoxically, a somewhat specialist subject. What then are the themes 

and understandings of this Big Society policy ‘tent’, as expressed in initial 

parliamentary debates? This chapter explores this question briefly, focusing 

particularly on the Commons debate in February 2011 and presenting the 

summary dimensions of a thematic review of that debate.

Parliamentary debates have been adept at uncovering ideological and 

linguistic antecedents of the Big Society. The House of Lords debate of June 
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2010, for example, although lacking Big Society ‘billing’, explored the theme of 

Big Society widely, from its genesis as ‘neighbourly society’ thinking, through 

its intangibility as a web of trust and reciprocity, to the risk that it might lead to 

state withdrawal and the consequent over‑burdening, rather than empowering, 

of people (House of Lords, 2010). The maiden speech of the coalition 

government’s (then) policy lead on the Big Society, Lord Wei, produced yet 

another analogy, that of ‘the big society coral reef . . . the coral represented 

by the many current and future (voluntary sector) providers of those services 

that add variety and innovation and humanity to their delivery’ (Wei, 2010). 

That coral reefs are sources of awe and wonder but highly endangered makes 

this a somewhat problematic policy metaphor, which may yet come to have 

further relevance. 

By comparison with the House of Lords, the House of Commons 

appeared tardy in its own Big Society debate, the first of which took place in 

February 2011, and then only as Backbench Business. That delay, however, 

enabled early expressions of the policy to emerge (such as the National Citizens 

Service), as well as the problematic back‑story of local government’s reduction 

of VCS funding in some areas. In effect, this six‑hour debate offered less 

romanticism and more realism, exploring definitional, theoretical and historical 

roots of Big Society thinking, to the point where one newly elected Labour 

MP (and recent academic) described the debate as a ‘seminar’ (Hunt, 2011). 

Alongside lengthy accounts of good works by voluntary organizations and 

volunteers in their constituencies, MPs examined the tangible expressions of the 

Big Society, its implications and uncertainties in a wide variety of communities.

Examining the question: ‘How do MPs understand and articulate the 

nature and value of the Big Society policy platform?’, a thematic review of the 

debate content was undertaken for this research (see Table 1). Following the 

style of Aronson (1994), this review identified themes and sub‑themes raised by 

the MPs. Ten core themes, or clusters of thinking, were identified: challenges 

around the concept; its very familiarity and thus recognition; the role of the state 

and public service reform; the importance of community; the ‘Good Society’ as 

an alternative; the gaps in Big Society thinking; the importance of volunteering; 

the regulatory challenges; the role of charities, philanthropy and giving; and 

wider perspectives on social and economic crises facing the country. The 

sub‑themes within these themes are demonstrated at the close of this paper, 

using debaters’ phraseology, together with their party political sources.

Although twice as many Conservative as Labour MPs participated in the 

debate (32 against 17, with single contributions from the Liberal Democrats and 

the Scottish National Party), the deepening critique from the Opposition was 
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aired strongly. The importance for the Opposition in what might be described as 

policy restoration – ie to its rightful owner (Harrow, 2011)– through reference, 

for example, to the historical development of mutual benefit organizations and 

cooperatives, was apparent. The Labour Party’s alternative constitutional and 

socioeconomic settlement – the ‘Good Society’ – was also cited, despite 

Conservative queries that their opponents saw the Big Society at the same time 

as doomed and as a policy area which they must reclaim. 

Bayley (2004: 7) emphasizes that analyses of parliamentary debates, 

because they are based on official transcripts, lack ‘the fundamental dimensions 

of spokenness’ – and also the jeers, heckles or applause of the actual debate. 

The apparently laggardly nature of this debate’s timing meant that opportunities 

for policy contradictions and difficult policy dependencies had begun to 

show through – notably where local authority resource decisions undermined 

voluntary organizations’ roles, and where definitional aspects continued to 

loom large. Nevertheless, the thoroughness and coverage in this instance 

demonstrate some exchange as well as assertions of ideas, to the point where 

the MP’s characterization of it as a ‘seminar’ seems an accolade rather than a 

sign of simply forgetting where one was.

With the government re‑emphasizing the centrality of the Big Society 

idea (see the Prime Minister’s assertion that ‘it’s going to get every bit of 

my passion and attention over the five years of this government’ – Prime 

Minister’s Office, 2011), the specialist attention of PASC now seems critical 

in understanding the implications as well as the directions of this policy arena. 

Its report, published in December 2011, characterizes the Big Society as a 

‘project’, a noun that people find as easy to support as to dismiss (House of 

Commons, 2011a).

PASC is at pains to emphasize its focus on this ‘project’s’ 

implementation: ‘We have expressly not undertaken a detailed evaluation 

of the merits of the Big Society concept’ (House of Commons, 2011a: 4). 

Nevertheless, in examining in particular the strand of thinking relating to the 

policy implications of the opening‑up of public services, the report’s content 

appears to focus precisely on the concept and its merits – for example, ‘some 

inconsistency in view of the Government’s role in enabling the Big Society 

project’ is reported (ibid: 8). yet the duality of governmental roles in supporting 

new ideas and undertaking structural reform, while looking to what other 

organizations and communities do rather than what government does, is central 

to the concept itself: a paradox certainly, but not necessarily a muddle. Its 

challenging finding that ‘the Government has so far been unable to communicate 

effectively to the public what the Big Society project means in terms of practical 
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policies’ (ibid: 14) is, however, directed specifically at the commitment to open 

public services, rather than the whole sweep of Big Society thinking.

Again, the PASC report gives wary support for Big Society Capital, as a 

‘genuinely imaginative social innovation which has enormous potential in the long 

term’ (ibid: 30). yet it also returns to the underlying concept, which it assesses 

as ‘as yet unproven’, with ‘large‑scale effects (taking) a decade or more to bear 

fruit’ (ibid). PASC’s recommendations are, though, wholly directed at operations 

and not policy meanings, and are then restricted to the widening of opportunities 

to deliver public services. These concern the application of an impact 

assessment for every government policy regarding its contribution to building 

‘social capital, people‑power and entrepreneurship’, and the appointment of a 

‘Big Society Minister who has a cross‑cutting brief, to help other ministers drive 

this agenda’ (ibid: 54). 

Reflections

It may be argued that there is already a ‘Big Society Minister’ – in the form of 

the Prime Minister. The persistence of his personal advocacy for Big Society 

thinking as more than just a ‘project’ is marked, within as well as outside 

Parliament. The House of Commons Liaison Committee – in the role that it has 

performed, since 2002, of hearing evidence from the Prime Minister on public 

policy – raised with the Prime Minister in the week preceding the PASC report 

publication the conceptual and the pragmatic uncertainty at its core: ‘Can you 

convince people that this is what you would be doing anyway, because it is 

good in itself, and is not simply a response to shortage of money?’ (House of 

Commons, 2011b). Unsurprisingly, the Prime Minister was adamant that ‘I do not 

think we should be shy of saying that a Big Society approach is right, whether 

you are in good times or bad times, but it is even more essential when money is 

tight’ (ibid).

The response and its accompanying extensive detail suggests that it is 

in the parliamentary as well as public domain that advocacy for the Big Society 

as a series of interconnected policy ideas more than just a ‘project’ needs to 

be made. For example, the themes from the 2011 Commons debate – around 

greater clarity on the nature of public service reform that will shift the role of the 

state, the sense of familiarity yet uncertainty around Big Society ideas, and the 

persistent revisiting of what is understood by ‘community’ – remain critical and 

durable. PASC’s emphasis on the need for a cross‑cutting ministerial brief may 

be seen as a warning about the barriers set up against this policy within leading 



 NOTIONS OF BIG SOCIETy: SOME INITIAL PARLIAMENTARy PERSPECTIVES 23

Whitehall departments – or about their disregard of this policy – rather than as a 

wholehearted critique of the policy as a whole. 

An emphasis on opinion forming and thinking within parliamentary 

structures on the Big Society points up an underlying irony, given the policy’s 

incorporation of the value of moving decisions downwards and outwards to 

communities. yet it is through individual MPs’ apparently tangential interventions, 

overtly parliamentary roles, and their constituency postbags that the continuing 

Big Society policy paradox will play out, as government priorities of controlling 

fiscal deficit through spending cuts, and a decentralizing reform agenda, bear 

down in particular on the voluntary and community sector. Parliament appears 

not merely the broadly supportive or broadly antagonistic bystander but a critical 

intermediary for the reports and narratives of the Big Society experience – and 

a key monitor of the Prime Minister’s assertion that: ‘We are not standing 

back and just hoping that the Big Society arrives. We are clearing away the 

obstacles and then we are taking some specific steps to help build it’ (House of 

Commons, 2011b).

Regularly revisiting parliamentarians’ changing (or fixed) understandings 

of the directions for and outcomes of the policy of Big Society will therefore be 

important, as the ‘coral reef’ of Big Society policy is either safeguarded and 

treasured, or found to be crumbling irretrievably.

Table 1 A thematic review, in summary, of the backbench parliamentary 

debate (Backbench Business) on the Big Society, House of Commons 

28 February 2011, 4.48pm–10.29pm (House of Commons, 2011c)

Con Lab Lib 
Dem

SNP

The concept – the Big Society is . . .

. . . not a revolutionary new idea but a renewed mission for 
troubled times

X

. . . important precisely because it is not subject to any one 
overwhelming social purpose

X

. . . very much about processes, not about purposes X

. . . not new and, most of all, it is not free X

. . . a new phrase and therefore people expect to see a new thing 
– it isn’t 

X X X

. . . the message we missed in the 50s and 60s with the great slum 
clearances, and in the 80s and 90s with regeneration

X

. . . a cover for the cuts/a rebranding of what already happens X X

. . . (able to be) big in small ways – small initiatives are an 
essential part

X
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Con Lab Lib 
Dem

SNP

Its familiarity and recognition 

Everyone will now say that their project is a Big Society project X

The term does not resonate with people – people live in a 
community not a society

X X

What is there not to love? X

The role of the state and public service reform

A side effect of the big society will be an increased focus on what 
the state should be doing

X

The Big Society challenges the monopoly view of public 
services provision

X X

The importance of community 

Increased decentralization (will) lead to increased sense of 
community confidence

X

No lack of confidence in communities – it is simply civic society X

Great differences are achievable by allowing groups and 
individuals to make decisions and take control

X

Community projects have an advantage over the state because of 
local knowledge and creative solutions

X

Wider community involvement in service provision will drive 
social mobility

X

Government is encouraging community ownership yet selling off 
key assets to private sector

X

Communities want a greater sense of being able to chart their own 
destiny and future direction

X

The ‘Good Society’ as alternative

Self‑help and community action are the foundations of a 
‘good society’

X

Securing the Good Society is as much about changing the 
economy and markets as it is about reframing the state

X

The gaps 

The Big Society is weak on social justice issues X

The Big Society is not really engaging with the equalities agenda – 
which is important, because communities do not start from a level 
playing field

X

Infrastructure for delivering the big society will be hardest hit in 
deprived areas that are less able to deliver the big society vision

X

In not paying attention to infrastructure support, the government 
has not given enough time for the voluntary sector and 
communities to develop new models

X
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Con Lab Lib 
Dem

SNP

Volunteering in the Big Society 

Volunteering is normal in ‘civil society’ (ie not big society) X X

Volunteering is not a panacea X

Volunteering is not the same as voice X

Nationalizing volunteering is a disincentive X

Volunteers are not a cheap alternative to the maintained sector X

Regulation 

Frustration with rules limiting/preventing social and 
voluntary action

X

Individuals feel they are prevented from taking responsibility/
Onerous regulations needed to be freed up

X

The role of charities, philanthropy and giving 

Independently funded charities lead the way in the Big Society X

Individuals with passion are critical X X X

Citing exemplary voluntary organization/volunteering examples X X X X

The Big Society is already working throughout the charity sector 
and the need is to make it even bigger 

X

There is a need to expand philanthropy and individual generosity 
but that should not be the whole story 

X

The government is destabilizing the (charity) sector through cuts 
to direct grants and local authority budgets

X

The Big Society is not just part of the national conversation – it will 
work only if it builds the little society as well

X

The social and economic crisis 

The crisis of social decline is every bit as grave as the 
economic crisis 

X

Social action is as important as economic action and it must 
be incentivized

X

Radical change is difficult at a time of austerity X

This coalition government wants the story of this parliament to be 
one of economic recovery, not social recovery

X X


