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THE COALITION GOVERNMENT is a strong 
advocate of the Big Society in which 
communities devise their own solutions to 
social problems. But this raises questions 
about the capacities of voluntary organisations 
to step up to the plate, and whether there is a 
willingness among the population to become 
more involved in volunteering. Research by 
the ESRC-funded Third Sector Research Centre 
(TSRC) gives insight into both these questions. 

Firstly, rates of volunteering have been 
very stable for many years. Between 26-29 
per cent of the population provide unpaid help 
to organisations on at least a monthly basis 
with 40-45 per cent of the population doing so 
less frequently but at least once a year. Similar 
fi ndings are evident from the British Household 
Panel Survey, the advantage of which is that 
it is tracking the same individuals over time: 
it records a consistent fi gure of around 20 
per cent, which is lower than other surveys, 
because the question is a very general one 
about volunteering.

Much of the work is done by a small 
subset of the population. The TSRC looked 
at the idea of a ‘civic core’ – that section of 
the population that carries out the majority 
of volunteering, charitable giving and civic 
participation. The Citizenship Survey provides 
data on the amount of money given to 
charity, the hours of unpaid help given to 
organisations, and the numbers of civic 
associations of which individuals are members. 
People were defi ned as a member of the core 
if they provided at least two thirds of hours or 
money donated to these activities.

Some 7.5 per cent of the 
population provide half of voluntary 
effort and 41 per cent of charitable 
giving; 30 per cent of the population 
account for 87 per cent of unpaid 
help, 79 per cent of charitable giving, 
and 72 per cent of civic engagement; 
and one per cent of the population 
are in the ‘core’ on all three groups, 
providing between eight and ten per 
cent of total effort.

Women, those with higher 
education qualifi cations and the middle-aged 
and young retirees are much more likely than 
their counterparts in other social groups to be 
members of the core. Nearly 60 per cent of 
females with higher education qualifi cations 
and aged 50-64 were regarded as members 
of the ‘core’ on these fi gures. This is a highly 
engaged group, but only accounts for around 
fi ve per cent of the population of working age.

Crucially, these groups tend to be 
overrepresented in the most prosperous parts 
of the country. 
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The Big Society in practice

What about the capacities of voluntary 
organisations? The regional and local distribution 
of registered charities and other third sector 
organisations shows a complex mosaic. This is 
sometimes characterised in terms of a contrast 
between ‘charity deserts’ in some parts of 
the country, principally the former industrial 
regions of the North of England, and ‘hotspots’ 
in prosperous rural areas of the south-east. 

The fact that there are few 
charities registered in an area 
does not mean that there is not 
a substantial charitable presence 
there: numerous large national 
charities operate branch structures 
or run projects in various parts of 
the country that are not picked up 
in a mapping of charity offi ces. 

Of course, third-sector 
organisations do not all rely solely 
on charitable resources to fund 

their activities: many are reliant on grants and 
contracts from the public sector. Analysis by 
TSRC of the 2008 National Survey of Third Sector 
Organisations shows that income from grants 
and contracts (which by and large means the 
public sector) was the most important source 
of income for over one quarter of organisations 
dealing with important social challenges such 
as addiction, homelessness, offenders and 
ex-offenders, victims of crime, and people 
with learning diffi culties; for those dealing with 
people with mental health needs and with a 

broad category of socially excluded/vulnerable 
people the proportion was one third or more. 

At a time of substantial reductions in 
public expenditure, careful thought will be 
necessary to avoid cuts to the budgets of 
organisations working with marginalised 
groups, since these are not generally 
organisations that attract traditional sources 
of charitable funding in large volumes, unlike 
some other charitable causes.

There are, therefore, challenges ahead. 
It is not clear whether it will be possible to 
achieve substantial change in the numbers of 
volunteers or in their social and geographical 
distribution. Paradoxically, it is likely to require 
investment in the infrastructure needed to 
recruit and retain volunteers, as well as in 
supporting organisations which provide vital 
services yet which are more reliant on the 
public sector than traditional philanthropic 
sources of income. Without this, the capacities 
and resources available to communities 
through voluntary effort will vary considerably 
and this is likely to mean that it is the most 
prosperous communities that benefi t most 
from the Big Society. �
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Do voluntary organisations have the capacity to help build the Big Society?

It is not clear 
whether it will 
be possible 
to achieve 
substantial 
change in the 
numbers of 
volunteers
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