
  9

Introduction and overview

The Big Society – an idea whose time has come? 

Every aspiring reforming government needs a big idea, and for the Conservative 

Party coming into government in 2010 it was the Big Society, a neat corrective 

to what the Conservatives termed the Big Government of the previous 

administration. Unlike that government’s tendency to micro‑manage every aspect 

of public life, as its opponents claimed, the Big Society was to roll back the 

influence of the state and to withdraw the Whitehall finger from every available 

collective pie. The three‑fold aim of this policy initiative was to restore power to 

local communities, to allow a broad range of organizations to step in to provide 

public services, and to encourage citizens to volunteer more, in terms of both 

time and money. 

Not everyone has greeted this big idea with equal enthusiasm. For its 

critics (and these include many natural Conservative supporters) the idea lacks 

substance and definition – it is a canny rhetorical device but a policy in dire need 

of a good meal. And, of course, once the extent of the budget deficit had been 

made public and the need to make draconian savings in the country’s public 

expenditure announced, it has been easy for critics of the idea to present it as a 

cynical solution to the withdrawal of state funding.

Despite its many supporters, therefore, there remains considerable (if 

often muted) scepticism about the idea of the Big Society. Indeed, at one stage 

it looked as if it was heading for an early bath, but the civil unrest of summer 

2011 reinstated it as the positive flip side of the riots that took place in a number 

of Britain’s major cities. In the wake of those disturbances, the Big Society was 
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proudly proclaimed as the key to mending ‘broken Britain’, and there was now 

visual evidence of what it stood for in the form of the citizen groups that stepped 

in to clean up the riot‑stricken communities.

In addition, for all the ambivalence about the concept and the mistrust 

in which it is held by many, the idea is playing a part in the new debate about 

the appropriate balance of state, private and voluntary provision and has 

drawn attention to the way in which, and the extent to which, we donate to and 

participate in voluntary activity in this country. Both the scale and nature of 

future philanthropy matter equally, and the government’s Giving White Paper 

(May 2011) attaches great importance to the role of increased philanthropy in 

achieving the aims of the Big Society. This is clearly challenging in an uncertain 

economic environment, and recent events suggest that policy on philanthropy is 

often a low priority, and continues to be highly vulnerable to the vagaries of other 

government policies with direct, if unintentional, consequences. 

The proposal in HM Treasury’s 2012 Budget of a ‘cap’ on all personal 

income tax reliefs at £50,000 or one‑quarter of income, whichever is the higher, 

has driven this point home vividly. As this cap would include charitable tax 

reliefs, its likely effect would be that those making the largest gifts would reduce 

the amount they give. This is particularly the case for gifts made from capital 

by donors with relatively low incomes. At the time of writing (April 2012), the 

outcome of the Treasury’s consultation on the potential impact of the proposed 

tax relief cap on charities is not known. Charities, donors and other stakeholders 

are fighting it bitterly. 

Whatever its ultimate result, however, the proposal has illustrated the 

uncertainties that surround funding from philanthropic sources at any given time. 

In addition, it may take considerable time for the image of philanthropy to recover 

from the way in which government spokesmen and the media have led it to have 

negative association with tax avoidance and inadequate charity regulation. 

The chapters of this report were written in the autumn and winter of 

2011/12, before the budget proposal was announced, and it is being published 

in the hope that government will fully redress any potential negative impact of 

current policy on giving. It was written in the clear and firm expectation that the 

policy environment would increasingly aim at encouraging philanthropic giving 

as part of the Big Society, and it is published in the hope that – despite this 

current setback – this policy direction will be resumed.

What role does philanthropy have to play in our society and how may 

that role be enhanced? Does a better society depend on better philanthropy? 

Before that, even, is the form of philanthropy we have of the right shape and 

structure to enable it to create a better – a Big – society? Or do the limitations 
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of philanthropy mean that, far from redressing inequalities, it may only serve to 

reflect existing ones? And – given that its success will depend on these – what 

are the values embedded in the idea of the Big Society? Will these values shape 

philanthropy itself? 

There are other, related, questions that occur as part of this debate. 

How far is it a convenient way of turning attention away from diminished 

public expenditure by placing responsibility for previously public provision on 

individuals, communities and voluntary organizations, as critics have suggested? 

Alternatively, how far does it represent a valuable opportunity to redefine the 

core social relationships in the body politic, to galvanize democratic participation 

in community activity and thereby re‑instil a sense of national cohesion?

If the idea of the Big Society is to be translated into real changes on the 

ground, there has to be more shared understanding of what it involves, and more 

common definition. Is it a new concept or an old one that is being repackaged? 

If it’s a new concept, how are people to become more engaged in this cause, 

when they have previously been impervious to other forms of voluntary action 

and donating? If it’s an old one, to be repackaged and ‘grown’, where is the 

growth to come from? From existing volunteers and donors? Are they to do 

more of the same thing or more things than they do currently? And do they get 

to choose what they do, where to give their time and money? After all, the whole 

idea of localism is predicated on the idea of the retreat of big government and 

the concept of self‑determinism. 

Concepts such as ‘philanthropy’, ‘giving’, ‘the public good’ are trotted out 

casually, lazily even, as if everyone understands them to mean the same thing, 

when, in fact, they are much more complicated than a single definition allows. 

The public good, for example, does not allow for geographical and regional 

variation, which means that the benefits of giving will not be felt evenly. The act of 

giving, equally, has a range of motivations, an unpredictable suite of destinations 

and a widely varying value, all of which makes a common definition seem absurd.

In any case, how is this idea to be funded? When central government is 

in the process of reducing or removing its contribution to voluntary organizations 

linked to public service provision, who is going to step in to shore up this funding 

gap? What incentives to give, if any, is the government proposing, and who are 

these meant to attract? And how can a government direct voluntary funding of 

this kind to the areas where it is most needed, when a core aspect of the policy is 

to cede responsibility for this kind of provision to individual donors, communities 

and voluntary organizations?

These are not theoretical questions, and they are all clearly linked, in a 

similar way to the way in which need, provision, resources and priorities are all 
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linked. Plotting a path from political priority to meeting the need has always been 

a problem – but when so much political capital is tied up in the idea, with so little 

actual funding to make it happen, the problem is exacerbated. 

These are questions explored in the 13 chapters of this book. 

The structure of this report

This report has been compiled in the light of the importance attached by 

government to the role of increased giving and philanthropy in achieving stronger 

communities and active citizenship. Working within the Centre for Charitable 

Giving and Philanthropy (CGAP), a centre dedicated to the study of giving and 

philanthropy, CGAP’s researchers felt it was important to highlight research 

findings that would cast light on the nature of philanthropy in our society 

today, how it relates to the needs and ideals of Big Society, and the emerging 

implications for policy and practice. Individual authors focus on the particular 

issues tackled within their various research programmes; in spite of the diversity 

of perspectives, however, a common conclusion emerges that expectations of 

the contribution that philanthropy can make to meeting social needs exceed the 

reality of what it currently delivers. 

The chapters are grouped into four themed sections, as detailed below. 

The references for the chapters have been presented in a section at the end of 

the report (pages 99–112), grouped chapter by chapter. 

Section A considers the issues of philanthropy and the Big Society 

from a historical perspective and in terms of the parliamentary context. Jenny 

Harrow (Chapter 1) examines the parliamentary record to gauge the extent of 

any cross‑party consensus on the idea, looking at the varying interpretations 

given to it in the devolved assemblies of the UK. In the process, she identifies 

a number of paradoxes, such as the coexistence of the idea with reduction in 

funding to the voluntary sector, and the squaring of the empowerment of local 

communities with an overarching central policy. Mairi Maclean and others 

(Chapter 2) consider the potential role of entrepreneurial philanthropists in the 

opening‑up of public services while also examining the ambivalence in which 

they are held by the public, and some of the contradictions surrounding their 

activity: the way in which, for example, their philanthropy may actually enhance 

their social capital and allow them to engage in ‘world‑making’. Tom McKenzie 

(Chapter 3) looks back over the last 30 years to see how patterns of household 

donation have changed, discovering that giving has tended just to move in line 

with other expenditure and pointing out the disparities between the number of 

people donating to various causes and the amount donated. In the process, 
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the challenging question is raised about where any increase in giving is going 

to come from (more people? or the same people giving more?) and an answer 

posited to this that may not make comfortable reading. 

Section B reflects on the range of personal motivations behind people’s 

giving, looking at why people give to charity or participate in voluntary activity 

and whether the answers that emerge bode well for the success of voluntary 

organizations. Balihar Sanghera (Chapter 4) looks at the individual motivation 

for charitable activity, basing his discussion on three different types of charitable 

donor and suggesting that participation, based on this typography, is likely to 

be a disparate affair, with the perverse effect that some of the people who have 

most to offer civil society are among those least likely to be involved in the Big 

Society. Iain Wilkinson (Chapter 5) considers what will be needed to make 

giving the socially ‘normal’ thing to do, wondering in the process whether the 

assumptions about the incentives to give and to give more actually take account 

of the socioeconomic and cultural factors that influence both people’s giving and 

the object of their giving. 

Section C groups together a number of chapters that consider the 

evenness of the current distribution of resources and reflect on the implications 

of this for achieving community empowerment and social action across 

the breadth of society. John Mohan (Chapter 6) uncovers a significant 

geographical variation in the areas in which charitable resources are distributed, 

and a number of ‘charity deserts’. Worryingly, he sees an inevitable inequality 

between one area and another in the way in which charitable activity may 

enhance public services. Rose Lindsey (Chapter 7) compares affluent and 

deprived areas in terms of the numbers of charities operating in each, the 

participation of local people, and the reliance of these organizations on public 

funding. The results of her inquiry make unsettling reading for anyone hoping 

that local volunteers and communities will bridge the gap between need and 

provision – especially in deprived areas, where the need may be greater but the 

infrastructure of support is weaker. Beth Breeze (Chapter 8) takes this last 

idea – the gap between need and provision – and looks at it from the perspective 

of the donor, whose ideas of why and where to give may not actually chime with 

those of the government, particularly in terms of the need for the voluntary sector 

to fill the gaps left by public funding. Exposing the subjective element of the 

philanthropic process, she unravels a tangle of often arbitrary factors that can 

prompt people to give. Sticking with the idea of motivation, Matthew Bond 

(Chapter 9) considers the role of corporate philanthropy in the Big Society and 

weighs the evidence suggesting that corporate giving may be ‘instrumental’ 

(furthering the reputation or the operation of the business) and not the 
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disinterested, pro‑social activity others might like to imagine. He also reveals that 

the composition of the boardroom (and the schools directors went to, and the 

clubs they are members of) has a surprising influence on the level of a business’s 

philanthropic activity.

Section D ponders future developments, questioning the role that four 

separate elements might have in the success of the Big Society. Hannah 

Pavey and others (Chapter 10) profile community foundations, one of the 

fastest‑growing types of philanthropic organization and, collectively, among 

the most significant grantmakers to charitable causes, whose wagon should 

therefore be hitched to the star of the Big Society. The chapter questions, 

however, whether the preferences of individual donors are always necessarily 

aligned with the public good, and how it will be possible for these foundations 

to maintain the independence to act in the interests of their local communities 

(as they were originally set up to do) while also responding to the prevailing 

public policy environment. Elric Honoré (Chapter 11) queries what impact 

the burgeoning online community will have on philanthropy and whether it will 

lead to greater participation. Exploring the possibilities of e‑philanthropy, he 

reflects on whether it will be able to unlock the long tail of philanthropy and 

whether the very idea of online participative philanthropy is a myth or a reality. 

Eleanor Shaw and others (Chapter 12) take a second look at entrepreneurial 

philanthropists, whose absence from the Big Society discourse strikes them 

as bizarre, given that they are so well placed to make substantial contributions 

to stopping the gaping hole in the public purse. Considering this bewilderingly 

untapped resource, the authors wonder why such philanthropists have not 

been more centrally enlisted in support of the cause, when they could bring so 

many other attributes (innovations and partnerships across the three sectors) to 

the table. Finally, Cathy Pharoah (Chapter 13) asks whether the Big Society 

is a funding problem or a source of funding solutions, and wonders how the 

government will develop its social investment strategy. She casts a critical eye 

over Big Society Capital (the government’s main player in this strategy) and over 

other stallholders in the social investment market, wondering whether they have 

the capacity to provide the funds for the voluntary sector. Exciting though it may 

be as a development, how successful, she wonders, will social investment be in 

meeting some of the more challenging social needs?

Disclaimer

The authors of the papers published in this collection bear sole responsibility for 

the content of those papers.



 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 15

Acknowledgements

The Centre for Charitable Giving and Philanthropy (CGAP) gratefully 

acknowledges the joint funding support of the Economic and Social Research 

Council (ESRC), the Office for Civil Society, the Scottish Government and 

Carnegie UK Trust for the research programme on which this report is based.

CGAP is a research consortium with four funding streams consisting 

of a knowledge exchange ‘Hub’ (Cass Business School, City University, 

RES‑593‑25‑0006), ‘Individual and Business Giving’ (Strathclyde Business 

School, University of Strathclyde, RES‑593‑25‑0008), ‘Charity and 

Social Redistribution’ (University of Southampton and University of Kent, 

RES‑593‑25‑0003) and ‘Institutionalised Giving Structures’ (Cass Business 

School and University of Edinburgh Business School, RES‑593‑25‑0004). 

The National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) is a partner in the 

research consortium.

We would like to thank Dr Karl Wilding, Head of Policy, Research and 

Foresight at NCVO, for his help in preparing this publication.


