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What’s all this about the Big Society?
Angela Kail

Phil runs a pub quiz in south London. He gives out chocolate bars as prizes, makes rude jokes about north London, and helps organise a popular local festival.
In Peterborough, a new form of finance has come together to support charities working with former prisoners. This Social Impact Bond will mean that funders of charities working in this area will be paid by government if the charities manage to reduce reoffending sufficiently.
And in Cumbria a community is working together to save their local pub from closure.
What links these seemingly separate anecdotes is that they have all been lauded recently as examples of the ‘Big Society’. But what isn’t clear from this is exactly what the Big Society is. 

My name is Angela Kail and I work at New Philanthropy Capital, a charity that works with donors and funders to help them become more effective. I’m pleased to be here today to talk to you about how you can respond to the Big Society agenda. 
The Big Society was an initiative announced by the Tories in the run up to the election, and its something that underpins many aspects of the coalition government’s agenda. Following on from the ‘civil partnership’ of the coalition in Downing Street, the Big Society was actually the subject of David Cameron and Nick Clegg’s first joint press conference—where it was announced that it would be the legacy of this government. The concept is to put more power and opportunity into people’s hands. In a nutshell, it’s based on the premise that ‘we can all do more’.
The government has said—and rightly—that the state cannot just withdraw and expect society to spring up and do more. It has said that it must foster a culture of social activism, volunteering and philanthropy. There are five main planks to the Big Society agenda. 
Giving more power to communities—including reforming the planning system to give neighbourhoods far more ability to determine the shape of the places in which they live.
Encouraging people to take a more active role in their communities—encouraging volunteering and social action. A National Citizen Service for 16 year olds to volunteer and develop the skills needed to be active and responsible citizens has already launched.

Transferring power from central to local government—including more power for housing and power given to local councils.
Supporting co-ops, mutuals, charities and social enterprises—including the establishment of a Big Society Bank which will provide new finance for neighbourhood groups, charities and social enterprises.

Publishing government data—so that the public and request and use information to hold government bodies to account.
You can see how these could all come together to create a utopian future. A community, worried about local crime, requests police data to help hold the police to account. At the same time, it starts a volunteering youth group to get young people off the street. And uses the planning laws to get rid of any no-go areas.

And it’s a strand of thought and policy that is influencing other aspects of the coalition government’s agenda—such as the move to let parents and teachers set up free schools, or giving local GPs more power over commissioning. 

But it’s not exactly clear how these proposals will develop, although there are some concrete moves. The Big Society Bank will be open in April with £60m from dormant bank accounts. This will be used to provide funding for intermediaries which provide loan finance for charities and social enterprises. And 5,000 citizen organisers are being trained to build social action. And a grant programme to encourage grassroot groups has been set up. But there is still a great deal of uncertainty about the details about some of the agenda and how it can be used by charities. 
But it is clear that this government is interested in engaging the voluntary and community sector. There is a commitment to growing the country’s social capacity to solve problems that were previously addressed by the state. 
In many ways the Big Society is nothing new—charities have been conduits for people changing the community around them for the better for centuries. But there are still ways that charities can improve to respond to this opportunity. NPC sees the Big Society as an important step for charities. 
We believe that government can use charities to take on problems and deliver services where the state has historically failed. But at NPC, we hold a basic premise that charities should be assessed on how they perform and what they achieve. We believe that while tackling society’s deep-rooted problems, charities can also deliver value for the taxpayer.

But charities need to respond to the challenge of the Big Society. They need to make sure they are fit for the Big Society.
It’s also important to remember that this Big Society push is coming at the same time as large scale public sector cuts. The ‘new age of austerity’ will make life difficult for charities. And unfortunately, these difficult times can’t be magicked away. Although welcome, volunteers are rarely free. The Samaritans, which runs almost entirely on volunteers, reckons its costs about £100 to train each volunteer. And it has 26,000 volunteers—so that’s a bill that soon racks up. 

There are no easy answers. Unfortunately there won’t be the money that charities would like to put the agenda in action. This makes it doubly important for charities to reassess themselves and ensure they are as efficient as they can be.
This is something that charities have heard before—but what in particular is necessary for charities to look if they are to work in the Big Society? I think three things—make sure they do what people want, make sure what they do works, and make sure they are as effective as possible.
To take that first point, to my mind, the Big Society is ultimately about building social capital, that amorphous term for social connections and the trust and norms that go with them. If charities want to help build the Big Society they need to show how they help build social capital, they need to show how they are connected into the grassroots of their communities, they need to show that they represent people. 

The Big Society is about devolving power down to people—not about presuming that you know their needs and priorities. And this is true for charities as much as it is true for the state. In my time, analysing community organisations at NPC, I’ve seen examples of charities storming ahead thinking that they were doing the best thing for the community when actually they had very little support. 
One charity I know nearly spent over a million pounds developing a new social enterprise. Only at the last minute did it consult the people in the local area, who said that they didn’t want it. Too often I’ve seen charities waiting for people to come to them with new ideas, rather then proactively seeking them. I’ve also seen exciting and innovative examples of community consultation and engagement—such as whole scale surveys of local areas. One charity I know asked all its local people what they felt the most important priority was, and they responded ridding the area of local prostitution. The charity then set up a new project and campaign to deal with this—which has been successful. 
I’ve also seen exciting analysis of networks done by charities, to see who they reach and who they don’t—which people are being excluded from the charity and need to be reached, and who in the charity holds positions of responsibility in the community. This showed the interesting fact that it wasn’t the local councillors who knew what was going on in an area and how to help people—but Phil Nice, our pub quiz guy from the beginning, who was actually the person who was tapped into people. And now, when the charity plans something new they make sure Phil is involved so he can bring other people along. And they can use Phil’s knowledge to find out what’s really needed and wanted in the community. 
This is the sort of work that organisations need to do as a matter of course if they are making sure that they are doing the best for their community and making the most out of their people. And what they then need to look at is whether the work they do is making the impact that they want. Charities need to show how they deliver impact and how they deliver value for money. Charities cannot expect to get support unless they prove the value of their work. 
We want to challenge charities to achieve impressive results and to raise their accountability to funders and to themselves. And more and more, charities are coming to realise the benefits on offer from measuring, understanding, demonstrating, and communicating impact. 

This needn’t be too difficult. At NPC we get unbelievable excited when we see people using simple metrics to describe their results. One scheme I like is Volunteers in Child Protection, a project of the charity CSV, which matches volunteers with families whose children have been placed on the Child Protection Register by social services—you couldn’t get more Big Society. A family gets a great deal of support while a child protection plan is in place. But many children who are taken off the Register simply get in trouble again when the support is withdrawn, so end up being put on it again. By listening to families, acting as a strong role model and giving practical help and support, ViCP’s volunteers help families stabilise and keep children off the Child Protection Register.

The ViCP project has a simple narrative and a simple metric to match. It just looks to answer ‘how many children who have been helped by our volunteers have been put back on the child protection register?’ To date the charity reports that no children have gone back on the register after being helped. No complicated analysis here, obviously not a perfect assessment of the charity’s effectiveness, but a good step towards telling me if the charity achieves what it actually sets out to achieve. And the first step a funder needs if it’s trying to assess whether a charity delivers value for money. And the first step a charity needs if it is to unlock new forms of funding—such as the new bond introduced in Peterborough for charities working with former prisoners. 
The third thing charities should try to do is to assess themselves to make sure they are ready for the challenges ahead. At NPC we’ve pioneered charity analysis—looking at all aspects of a charity’s work to assess strengths and areas for improvement. While this is something that is used extensively in the public and private sectors, charities don’t have the same culture of analysis. Over recent decades, schools, hospitals, local authorities and public companies have become used to being analysed. These days schools are graded on how well they are doing, and if they are doing badly special measures are put in place to help them improve.
Like these organisations charities can also benefit from greater scrutiny of their work. 

Florence Nightingale is considered to have been a great nurse—but she wasn’t. She cared a great deal about the men in her care and tried to do her best. She fought for improvements which would lead them to recover, but she thought they were dying from poor nutrition. It was only when she rigorously examined the data that she realised that the soldiers were dying from poor hygiene. And that was a contribution that has saved the lives of millions of people—rigorous analysis. 
We think charities benefit from analysis in three main ways. It’s a good tool for fundraising, and it builds learning from across a sector. But most importantly it helps charities get better. It gives them an in-depth view of where they are effective and where they could improve. We’ve heard of charities benefitting from analysis in lots of different ways. 
Many use it to provide a health check of the organisation for trustees or management and use the analysis to guide decision-making around what priorities should be for the charity and what activities it should develop. For example, following NPC’s analysis in 2008 Macmillan Cancer Support decided to set up a Research Intelligence Unit. 

Analysis can give you a view of your strengths and weaknesses and help you improve. Exactly what is needed before taking on a large project such as taking over a pub.

So, the question was—what’s all this about the Big Society. Apart from a few concrete ideas, it’s more of a frame of a mind than a closely worked out policy. But it is an opportunity for all of us who work with or in charities to look at what we do and ask if there’s a way we can do more. 
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