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Neighbourhood variation in charitable resources

The Cabinet Office (2011) describes the ‘Big Society’ as a framework of 

initiatives and legislation which will give neighbourhood groups new rights 

and powers to act on behalf of their community.1 At the heart of the Big 

Society is the notion of the spatially located, neighbourhood community as a 

voluntary resource. As Mohan (2012), however, observes, a ‘strategy based on 

neighbourhood‑level organizations starts from a very uneven base’. Given the 

importance of community to the Big Society agenda, it is surprising that ‘The 

issue of geography and, most critically, the spatial social and economic divides 

in the United Kingdom is given almost no mention in policies emanating from the 

Big Society’ (Wells, 2011: 53). The results of recent comparative research into 

the geographic distribution of neighbourhood charitable resources in England, 

described below, reinforce the importance of considering geography in the 

implementation of the Big Society vision. This research suggests that, although 

affluent communities are very well resourced to meet the challenges of the Big 

Society, deprived communities have substantially fewer charitable resources on 

which to draw.

For reasons explained in Mohan’s contribution to this volume (Chapter 

6), tracking flows of charitable funds into communities is not straightforward, 

and until very recently there has been an absence of empirical work exploring 

variation at the local, neighbourhood level. However, Clifford (2012) 

1 For example, 2011 Localism Act, 2011 Open Public Services White Paper, 2010 Public Services 
(Social Enterprise and Social Value) Bill.
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demonstrates that less‑deprived local areas have a much higher prevalence of 

voluntary sector organizations than more‑deprived local areas. 

The qualitative study described in this paper contributes further to an 

understanding of local and neighbourhood variation in charitable resources. 

This research project explored the differences in charitable resources between 

two contrasting neighbourhoods that lie within three miles of each other in the 

same local government district in south‑east England, investigating not just 

the organizations registered to these areas, but also organizations registered 

outside the case study areas, but known to be operating within these areas. 

One neighbourhood (among the top 20 per cent most‑deprived areas in the 

country) is dominated by social renting and high levels of reliance on state 

benefits. The other (one of the top 20 per cent least‑deprived in the country) is a 

prosperous village with high levels of owner occupation and high proportions of 

retired people.2

A mixed‑method approach was taken, combining a desktop analysis of 

available accounts and annual reports of all the registered charities within the 

chosen case study areas alongside 43 (to date) semi‑structured interviews 

with stakeholders and the managers, or chairs/treasurers, of a cross‑section of 

registered charities.

The local charitable sector: run from inside or outside 
the community?

The project found that about three times as many charities provide benefit to 

the more affluent case study area as do to the very deprived area. Most of the 

charities registered to, and operating in, the affluent case study area are run on 

a voluntary basis by local residents who are actively involved in these charities. 

These charities, which have a range of ages, are relatively small in terms of 

their income/expenditure, and meet a range of needs that include addressing 

social isolation, community development, cultural and intellectual stimulation 

and mutual social benefit for members. The range of charities includes PTAs, 

a museum, church charities, a stroke club, friends of a cottage hospital, a 

community centre, a community hall, a Women’s Institute, and two Universities of 

the Third Age. The majority are not in receipt of statutory funding, but are funded 

through local donations, well‑supported fundraising events, and legacies, and 

tend to be run by retired people.

In contrast, only a third of the charities operating in the deprived area 

are run by local residents who are actively involved in these charities. These are 

2 The case study areas have been anonymized.
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small charities that are not in receipt of statutory funding. The needs they set out 

to meet are largely related to education and social isolation, and include charities 

such as scouts, pre‑schools and lunch clubs for the elderly. Most of these 

charities date from the 1960s and 1970s; more recently set‑up charities have 

proved to be less sustainable.

The remainder are well‑established, larger charities, run by professionals 

from outside the community, and predominantly reliant on statutory funding. 

The majority of these meet urgent social needs related to deprivation. Their 

managerial styles of practice, heavy reliance on statutory funding, and the 

influence of statutory funders on many of their practices, are relevant to debates 

on managerialism and state funding in the voluntary sector (see, for example, 

Salamon, 1992 and 1999). Although these charities are applying solutions from 

outside the locality, their success – evidenced in their sustainability and the 

acceptance and engagement of service users and local residents – provides 

them with organizational identities that appear to have a very local core; they 

appear to be embedded within the community. Stakeholders and charity 

managers attributed their successes in working with this community to: good 

inter‑organizational networking and collaboration; consultation with service 

users; responsive, diverse, and proactive attitudes to need; risk taking; delivery 

of service‑related promises to the community; and offers of apprenticeships to 

young local people.

However, some respondents observed that community engagement 

with the local charitable sector is threatened by the activities of charities and 

agencies that identify and compete for opportunities in ‘deprivation funding’ 

without any understanding of, or engagement with, the local community. 

Respondents also expressed concerns that the short‑term nature of funding 

initiatives and an associated lack – on the part of participating, funded 

organizations – of effective exit strategies and legacy provision have left the 

deprived community with a distrust of outsiders and new projects that are 

‘helicoptered into the area’3 by statutory funders, but which disappear overnight 

once the money runs out.

The statutorily funded charities that provide essential social services to 

the deprived community are currently vulnerable to the reductions in funding 

that arise from austerity measures, thus exposing the community to a potential 

reduction in the provision of vital services. The threat to this particular community 

is unlikely to be an isolated example of services at risk. Work by Clifford et al 

(2010) demonstrates that registered charities operating in deprived areas are 

3 Here, and elsewhere in the paper, reported speech and direct quotes are drawn from interviews 
with charities based or operating in the case study areas. 
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more likely to be in receipt of public funding. Although Clifford et al does not 

correlate funding source with the type of services provided, common sense 

suggests that there is a high likelihood that these charities provide essential 

social services to the communities in deprived areas.

Who participates in local charitable activity?

Despite the various difficulties that stakeholders, local politicians, agencies 

and charities have faced in sustaining funding sources and gaining acceptance 

from the community, these groups have worked to drive forward a vision of 

‘aspiration and excellence’ for the area.4 This is evidenced in a local education 

charity’s mission to give children and young people ‘unique opportunities’ that 

children from their socioeconomic background would not normally have. It is also 

embodied in an arts charity that was initially set up with Single Regeneration 

Budget (SRB) funding – in an area that focuses on what it needs to have, rather 

than what it would be nice to have, this charity represents an anomaly that 

enables community access to cultural enrichment which is readily available in the 

affluent area.

The drive for aspiration and excellence, and for physical legacies arising 

from this mission, has not, however, come from within the local community. 

It derives from the agencies, politicians, leaders of charities, and other 

stakeholders serving the community. Few of the individuals driving forward this 

policy live in the community which they serve.

The residents of the deprived case study area do not lack a sense of 

identity or community. In the 2008 Place Survey Report for the local authority 

the area scored highly on sense of belonging. yet, although local members of 

the community tend to engage with established agencies and charities that 

provide services to them, respondents reported that participation in formal 

volunteering, informal voluntary activities and local decision making is low, and 

tends to relate to single‑issue events. This lack of local participation was linked, 

by interviewees, to low incomes, ‘chaotic lifestyles’, and a lack of confidence, 

skills and experience in the deprived community, which has only a small core of 

people (most of whom are retired) who are actively involved in local charitable 

and community activity.

A local church leader, living and working in the community, believed 

that informal participation in small voluntary community‑help groups like ‘Good 

4 See Lepine et al (2007) on how these partnerships are effective methods of neighbourhood policy 
setting and governance. 
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Neighbours’ has grown over the last five years, in the absence of area‑based 

funding, but noted an inability to lead or take responsibility within the community:

So I think there’s a bit of a reluctance to take responsibility, and a bit 

of reluctance to clash with authority in any sense, be that the charity 

commissioners or the borough council or the taxman or whatever it may 

be. I think that shying away from authority is a bit of an issue. 

This collective reluctance to lead or to take responsibility means that community 

reliance on professionally run, statutorily funded services and agencies to 

make decisions for, and solve the problems of, the community is inevitable. This 

resonates with Lawless’s argument that:

The whole notion of coherent, identifiable, spatially defined communities 

is debatable; there is no guarantee that locality‑based activities will ‘bring 

together’ residents: most people in deprived communities do not get 

involved locally, even within the context of well‑funded ABIs [Area‑Based 

Initiatives]: they have other priorities. (Lawless, 2011: 59)

How sustainable is local community and 
charitable activity?

Respondents reported that rather than focusing on the improvement of their 

community, the key aspiration of many residents from the deprived area is to 

leave the area, resulting in the regular loss of the more successful and more able 

from the community. By contrast, the more affluent case study community has 

a wealth of people with project‑management skills, time, funds and confidence 

who can contribute to the needs of their community.

These differences present a substantial challenge to the area of 

deprivation, if there is an expectation from central and local government 

that volunteers should shoulder the burden of public expenditure cuts, use 

community and charitable resources to bridge the gap between need and 

provision, and take up the ‘gauntlet’ that represents the Big Society. Rather, 

the evidence from this research study illustrates Salamon’s (1987) concept of 

‘philanthropic insufficiency’ – the inability of voluntary effort alone to provide 

services on a universal basis and to reach communities in greatest need.
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