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Introduction 
“I passionately believe in civil society and am proud to stand with 
so many friends across our sector to argue for the change we 
want to see. Each of our charities brings experience, evidence, 
creativity, innovation, and solutions to the table. In many cases, 
these are rooted in over a century of public service and fuelled by 
millions of citizens who stand with us and invest in our work with 
their time, money and voice.” 
Mark Russell, CEO, The Children’s Society

The Charity Reform Group (CRG) brings together fourteen charity CEOs with a shared interest 
in harnessing the potential of charities and their leaders. 

CRG members know from their own experience that charities are playing a crucial – and in 
many ways unique – role in society. What is more, they believe we cannot face the challenges 
we do as a society, nor make the progress we seek, unless they are playing a central role, 
working to their full potential as trusted and equal partners to government and business. 

But this is not how things are at present.

A combination of misconceptions and constraints are serving to limit charities. Conversations 
with stakeholders1 suggest some of this is about a poor understanding of what charities do 
today and the value they generate, often rooted in outmoded and negative associations. Some 
of this is also to do with constraints. They are both external to the sector, like funding shifts 
and limits on charity campaigning and advocacy; and internal, in that the sector as a whole 
lacks confidence in its role in systemic change and social reform. 

The concern is that these misconceptions and constraints are, in concert, limiting charities to 
being merely service providers – acting almost as the UK’s ‘fourth emergency service’ – rather 
than being the independent, dynamic, and creative agents of transformational change that so 
many are, and so many more could be. 

CRG members have written this series of essays to address this.

Each essay sets out a compelling first-hand account of what charities do and the value they 
generate when allowed and supported to work at their best. They show that most charities 
do much more than just provide relief: they reach under-served communities; tackle complex 

1	  Speak up, we need you!, Charity Reform Group and SMK, February 2023

https://smk.org.uk/what-we-do/champion/charity-reform-group/speak-up-we-need-you-charity-reform-group/
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social problems; provide evidence-based insights; build social capital; and play a vital role 
in democracy. They can do this work because they are independent and enjoy high levels 
of trust. They are resourceful and outward-looking and they unlock huge value – whether 
preventing problems escalating, driving innovation, bringing communities together, or inspiring 
people to volunteer. 

Taken together, the essays make a powerful case for a fundamental shift in what charities are 
seen to be for and what they contribute to society. They argue that such a shift could unlock 
significant new potential within the sector and form the basis of fruitful new relationships and 
partnerships with others, and with the new Government in particular. 

Achieving this shift will require change on all sides, however. 

This introductory narrative sets out some of the broader context charities are working 
in, and then makes a series of recommendations that set out what change is required 
for new relationships to be formed and the full potential of charities to be realised. The 
recommendations focus on three areas: changing the story of charities; improving 
collaboration; and being – and being allowed to be – better campaigners. 

It is the hope of CRG members that these essays will help build a fresh understanding of what 
this sector does, and that this will in turn help re-set relationships at an opportune time. It was 
heartening to hear Keir Starmer tell charities last January that “[you] should feel that you can 
speak up on behalf of the people you serve without fear, call out injustice where you see it, 
continue to push us to be able to do better” 2. The new Government has already made clear 
that it holds the charity sector in high esteem and wants to work in closer partnership. The 
Charity Reform Group hopes this work will help in that shared endeavour.

CRG members also want to extend an invitation to colleagues across all sectors to help build a 
new mutual understanding as the foundation of more fruitful partnerships, working together to 
find solutions to issues of shared concern. It is not the sector we are in that matters but what 
we are trying to do. Let’s stand together and put all of our shoulders to the wheel.

“We must understand the power we hold and use it. And those of 
us with more power, who are not fully funded by local contracts, 
whose supporters urge us to push for change, whose every waking 
moment is not consumed with a struggle for survival for the sake 
of people facing destitution, danger, and desperation – we have the 
most responsibility to act. That’s why a group of chief executives of 
large charities came together to found the Charity Reform Group.”
Polly Neate, CEO, Shelter 

2	  �Charities welcome Starmer plans for sector partnership and ‘society of service’, Civil Society News,  
22 January 2024

https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/starmer-pledges-to-form-partnership-with-charities-and-plans-society-of-service.html
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/starmer-pledges-to-form-partnership-with-charities-and-plans-society-of-service.html


5Forces for good: vision for a new partnership between charities, government, and businesses

“Parenting the nation is an immense privilege and a huge 
responsibility. Please don’t go it alone. We’re here to help and to 
challenge – let’s get started!” 
Angela McConville, CEO, National Childbirth Trust (NCT) 
 

CRG Members (essayists in bold)

• Craig Bennett, CEO, Wildlife Trusts 

• Benaifer Bhandari, CEO, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

• Susan Daniels, CEO, National Deaf Children’s Society 

• Matt Downie, CEO, Crisis 

• Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

• Sarah Hughes, CEO, MIND 

• Angela McConville, CEO, National Childbirth Trust (NCT)

• Tim Naor Hilton, CEO, Refugee Action 

• Polly Neate, CEO, Shelter 

• Tessy Ojo, CEO, The Diana Award 

• Harriet Oppenheimer, CEO, RNID 

• Mark Russell, CEO, The Children’s Society 

• Chris Sherwood, CEO, RSPCA 

• Wanda Wyporska, CEO, Safe Passage

�Sarah Elliott, CEO of the National Council  
of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO),  
has also contributed an essay.

https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://mentalhealthcamden.co.uk/services/hopscotch-womens-centre
https://www.ndcs.org.uk/
https://www.crisis.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.nct.org.uk/
https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/
https://www.shelter.org.uk/
https://diana-award.org.uk/
https://rnid.org.uk/
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/
https://www.rspca.org.uk/
https://www.safepassage.org.uk/
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Background
The Charity Reform Group (CRG), hosted by the Sheila McKechnie Foundation (SMK), is an informal 
grouping of charity CEOs who have come together to harness the potential of charities and their leaders.

Their starting point, back in 2022, was to ask why there is so little visibility for charity CEOs in our 
national media – as evidenced by their relative under-representation on programmes like Question 
Time and Newsnight. Before going further, the CRG asked stakeholders outside the sector if they 
felt this mattered. The response was a resounding ‘yes’. So, we then asked: “why aren’t charity 
CEOs more visible?”

The answer, as set out in its first report Speak up, we need you!3, was that some of this is a 
consequence of a lack of clarity and confidence within the sector, particularly among trustees4. 
It is also linked to shifts in funding, a poor understanding of what charities do, and constraints on 
charity voice and influence. These essays have been written to respond to all these factors. 

The questions we set out to answer are:

• �What is our vision for the future of charities in the UK – what do we see them doing? How 
would we like charities to be seen? How would we like charities to be valued?

• �With this vision in mind, what relationship should charities hold with other sectors and actors? 
In particular, what would we like the future relationship with government to look and feel like?

These essays were shared in draft with colleagues from within civil society and beyond, including 
people from the public and private sectors, academia, the media, faith communities, and former 
civil servants. They came together at an event held at St. George’s House, Windsor, in April 20245. 
Their responses, challenges, and suggestions have formed the basis for the proposals set out in 
this document. We’d like to thank them for their time, interest, and support.

This work builds on other initiatives that have asked about the future of civil society in recent 
years. Notably, the 2018 Civil Society Futures inquiry led by Julia Unwin6 and, more recently,  
the Law Family Commission on Civil Society7. 

About SMK
The Sheila McKechnie Foundation (SMK) is here for people working to make lasting change, 
whether in their community, across society, or for our planet. We are an ‘infrastructure’ body 
for campaigners providing support; connecting the community; and both championing the 
right and defending the space to campaign. 

3	  Speak up, we need you!, Charity Reform Group and SMK, February 2023 
4	  SMK has responded with a new guide, Navigating charity campaigning, May 2024
5	  A list of participants can be found on p.63 of this report
6	  Civil Society Futures: the independent inquiry, Research Report Summary, 2018
7	  Law Family Commission on Civil Society, January 2023

https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/SMK-Charity-Reform-Group_report_FINAL.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SMK_navigating-charity-campaigning_final.pdf
https://baringfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Research_Report_Summary_CSF.pdf
https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/unleashing-the-power-of-civil-society/
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A. The challenge
“If charities only work to solve the problems of individuals, we 
are doomed to fail. And worse, it makes us no more than a cog 
in a destructive wheel, allowing systems to continue to cause 
harm by continually picking up the pieces of lives they have 
shattered. It also means we exacerbate personal trauma by 
centring individuals or families as the cause of their own suffering 
– because the truth is, far more often than not, it’s the treatment 
people receive and the opportunities they are denied that are the 
problem, not something inherent to them.”
Polly Neate, CEO, Shelter 

The ‘charity sector’ – poorly understood and routinely under-valued
There are some 170,000 registered charities working in the UK today with a collective 
turnover of £56.9bn8. The vast majority (68%) have income below £50,000 and no paid staff. 
Besides charities there are numerous other not-for-profit models such as Community Interest 
Companies (CICs), Companies Limited by Guarantee (CLGs), and social enterprises.

This whole sector is known variously as the ‘voluntary’ or ‘third’ or ‘VCSE’ sector, or even ‘civil 
society’ (though many would consider this to be a much broader concept9). In short, it is a 
huge, diverse sector of many types of organisations doing all sorts of things.

Typically, in the UK – and we are quite different in this respect – we talk of the ‘charity sector’ 
as shorthand and we think of ‘charities’ as proxies for all not-for-profits. As the overriding 
concept, association, and legal construct in the UK, renewing our shared understanding of 
what charities do is crucial if we want to harness the potential of the whole ‘social sector’10.

8	  NCVO Civil Society Almanac 2023
9	  �“Civil society: People and organisations exercising their rights to take part in the civic and democratic 

space. Civil society includes community groups, the trade union movement, and the not-for-profit or 
social sector.” (from Defending Our Democratic Space, SMK & Civil Exchange, July 2023)

10	  �“Not-for-profit or social sector: Organisations that have a not-for-profit and social purpose that 
are independent from the state. This includes charities, social enterprises, faith groups, and other 
organisations that deliver services or campaign, or do both, and many cultural and educational 
institutions.” (from Defending Our Democratic Space, SMK & Civil Exchange, July 2023)

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-and-insights/news-index/three-key-insights-ncvo-almanac/
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf


8 Forces for good: vision for a new partnership between charities, government, and businesses

An enduring association with relief
Public perceptions of charities have barely changed over the last two hundred years11. The idea 
of ‘charity’ is still overwhelmingly associated with the provision of relief: the Oxford English 
Dictionary still defines ‘charity’ as “an organisation set up to help those in need” and “help or 
money given to those in need”.

Yet, as many in the sector would say, charities have never solely been vehicles of relief: they have 
also always played a central role in reform, sometimes radical reform – from abolishing slavery to 
securing the Living Wage or ‘equal marriage’. However, this association with relief seems to have 
deepened over the last decade or two. There are a number of reasons why. 

Changes in funding
One is changes in public funding. Charities themselves argued for more funding to deliver 
services – and were successful. However, while access to public funding for commissioned 
services grew, grant funding for charities dried up. 

This foregrounding of service provision, often competing with the private sector in what are 
commonly broken markets, has served to push many charities into a more ‘commercial’ service-
delivery mindset. In turn, this reliance on commissioning has forced many in the sector into a 
more passive, transactional model: speaking up and out when reliant on contracts is difficult. 

Impact and value
Another reason lies in the growing emphasis on performance management that, linked to a more 
commercial mindset, has created challenges for charities trying to demonstrate their value and 
impact. While there have been some helpful initiatives12, much of what charities do is incredibly 
difficult – if not impossible – to measure. Many would say that understanding the full value that 
charities generate requires a new approach more specifically tailored to how they work. 

Active opposition and concerted constraints
Limits to charity campaigning

At the same time and over this same period, the legitimacy – even legality – of charity 
campaigning has been challenged. Back in 2012, the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) 
published their ‘sock-puppet’ report13 arguing that charities were using public funds to lobby 
in their own interest. Since then, a series of measures have been brought in to curtail charity 
campaigning, such as the Lobbying Act, anti-advocacy clauses in charity contracts, and the use 
of gagging clauses, including NDAs. It was in 2013 that the Charity Commission commissioner, 
Gwythian Prins, now infamously said charities should “stick to their knitting”14, repeated the 
following year by the then charities minister. 

11	  �Sceptical yet supportive: understanding public attitudes to charity, Beth Breeze and John Mohan,  
April 2020 (via History & Policy network)

12	  The value of the charity sector, Charity Commission and Frontier Economics, June 2018
13	  Sock Puppets: How the government lobbies itself and why, Institute of Economic Affairs, June 2012
14	  Editorial: Newmark’s ‘knitting’ gaffe reflects an anti-campaigning agenda, Third Sector, 5 September 2014 

https://www.historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/papers/sceptical-yet-supportive-understanding-public-attitudes-to-charity
https://www.historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/papers/sceptical-yet-supportive-understanding-public-attitudes-to-charity
https://www.frontier-economics.com/media/plthy3ps/the-value-of-the-charity-sector-2019.pdf
https://iea.org.uk/publications/research/sock-puppets-how-the-government-lobbies-itself-and-why
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/editorial-newmarks-knitting-gaffe-reflects-anti-campaigning-agenda/policy-and-politics/article/1310903
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‘Culture wars’
Charities have also been used as collateral in so-called culture wars – most visibly the RNLI and the 
National Trust. While such attacks served only to boost support for both organisations, managing 
them is delicate and resource intensive. Given this, Lisa Nandy’s assurance on her appointment as 
Culture Secretary that “the era of culture wars is over” was very welcome15. While it is good to hear 
the Minister make this commitment, it isn’t as straightforward trying to stop other actors, of course. 

Civic space under threat
Taken together, these and other restrictive measures, plus negative rhetoric, have had their 
desired effect: the charity sector has been ‘chilled’ as part of a wider weaking of democratic 
space16. Last year, CIVICUS Monitor, which tracks and rates the state of civil society and civic 
freedoms in 196 countries, downgraded UK civic space from ‘narrowed’ to ‘obstructed’ 17. 

A lack of clarity and confidence within the sector
Despite these constraints, it is heartening that so many charities have campaigned through this 
period, and sometimes with great effect. A quick look at this years’ King’s Speech, for example, 
shows many of the measures announced have their roots in civil society campaigning18.

Heads above the parapet
However, it is also the case that a great many charities feel very cautious about campaigning 
and their role in transformational social change. A survey of charity trustees conducted last 
year19 showed that while 82% believe campaigning is a vital function for charities, many are 
concerned that the risks of campaigning could outweigh the benefits when faced with attacks 
from politicians (74%), attacks from the media (84%), loss of support from donors (80%), and 
loss of funding from public bodies (74%).  

An enduring culture of relief
The deep-rooted association of charities with relief is not solely an external one – it also 
endures within the charity sector. The sector tends to see itself largely as one of service 
provision and ‘campaigning’ is still poorly understood. 

Language doesn’t help as ‘campaigning’ can mean so many different things. It might mean 
lobbying or advocacy work aimed at changing policy or law; community organising or 
movement building to find common cause and mobilise; convening and communications to 
raise awareness or change attitudes; or simply having conversations to build understanding or 
heal harm. They are all part of social change and might all play a part in a campaign – change 
typically happens when a range of actors deploy a number of tactics20.

15	  Era of culture wars is over pledges new culture secretary Nandy, The Guardian, 8 July 2024
16	  Defending our democratic space, SMK and Civil Exchange, August 2023 
17	  ‘Hostile, authoritarian’ UK downgraded in civic freedoms index, The Guardian, 16 March 2023
18	  �The transformative power of campaigning: setting the legislative agenda, Seth Farsides (SMK) in Third 

Force News, 23 July 2024
19	  Heads above the parapet: Trustee attitudes to campaigning, Governance & Leadership, 16 November 2023
20	  �Social Power: How civil society can ‘Play Big’ and truly create change, Sheila McKechnie Foundation, 

June 2018 (p.23)

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/article/2024/jul/09/era-of-culture-wars-is-over-pledges-new-culture-secretary-lisa-nandy
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Defending-our-democratic-space_August-2023.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/mar/16/hostile-authoritarian-uk-downgraded-in-civic-freedoms-index
https://tfn.scot/opinion/the-transformative-power-of-campaigning-setting-the-legislative-agenda
https://tfn.scot/opinion/the-transformative-power-of-campaigning-setting-the-legislative-agenda
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/governance/heads-above-the-parapet-survey-findings.html
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SMK_SocialChangeProject_Digital-Pages.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/SMK_SocialChangeProject_Digital-Pages.pdf
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Importantly, and as the essays make clear, this activity is not separate from service delivery: 
rather, they are closely connected, with the experience gained from working directly with people 
and communities providing the impetus, evidence, and legitimacy to drive wider change. 

This understanding is not shared across the sector at present, however, and infrastructure to 
build a more complex understanding is limited. 

Time for a re-set

“When we are at our best, and when we are given a seat at the 
table, the voluntary sector can be drivers for real and lasting 
societal change.”
Chris Sherwood, CEO, RSPCA

Taken together, all of these factors add up to a critical moment for the charity sector: a 
moment to ask, what is the role of charities in today’s world and what relationships should 
they hold with other sectors? 

The time is right. With a new Government in office, and many private companies and 
philanthropists stepping into social change, this is a moment for a re-set and a re-negotiation 
of what Beveridge called “this moving frontier”21.

The potential prize is enormous: for the success of the Government’s missions and, more 
broadly, the kind of society so many, across sectors, want to see.

“If we can build better mutual understanding across 
the three domains, and relationships that withstand 
challenge alongside collaboration, I believe we will 
unlock a richer and deeper well of ideas than we 
currently imagine.” 

Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair  
at Sanctuary Housing

21	  Social Insurance and Allied Services (Beveridge Report), 1942

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/
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B. The opportunity
“There will never come a time when charities aren’t needed. Some 
charities, like foodbanks, wilfully don’t want to exist. However, it’s 
easy to forget in times of crisis that charities exist not only to help 
people survive, but to help people thrive. To add joy, build places of 
connection, instil hope. While economic contribution is important, it is 
this motivation, and the intrinsic need for society to hope and believe 
that things can be better, that makes civil society so invaluable.”
Sarah Elliott, CEO, NCVO 

Charities are incredibly diverse – not just in size but also in focus, as the thirteen categories of 
‘charitable purpose’ recognised by law show. Some are doing relatively modest and discrete 
work, like hosting local Scout groups. Others are working on some of the most complex 
challenges of our times, like trying to alleviate poverty or find a cure for cancer. Nor do they 
share one perspective or political analysis (and, of course, charities must be non-partisan by 
law). The sheer variety or ‘messiness’ of the charity sector can make it hard to ‘get hold of’ – so 
much so that some have suggested introducing typologies of charities22. What is clear from this 
essay series is that charities across the board are doing much more than just providing relief.

Across the eleven essays, each CEO gives a personal perspective on what they experience as 
being so valuable – and sometimes unique – about the work charities do and how they think 
even more social benefit could be unlocked.

Benaifer Bhandari, CEO of Hopscotch Women’s Centre based in Camden, London, describes 
how charities such as hers work with some of the most marginalised in society – cases 
often too complex to be helped by statutory services. Bringing a person-centred approach 
that recognises each individual’s needs, they work ‘at the pace of trauma’, building the 
relationships of trust that make change in a person’s life possible. The work of charities like 
Hopscotch prevents problems from escalating by helping to resolve them before they require 
statutory intervention, saving precious public resources in the process.

Matt Downie, CEO of Crisis, describes how many charities are tackling complex social problems 
that are “sticky, seemingly intractable and multifaceted”. Some then draw on their experience to 
offer what he calls “blueprints” for change – costed, tested, co-produced solutions. Matt wants 
to see more charities developing such blueprints, and for government and other sectors to draw 
more deeply on the expertise on offer in the sector, as well as recognising the value of having 
people “willing to give their careers to making those solutions a reality”.

22	  Independence in Question: The voluntary sector in 2016, Civil Exchange, March 2016 

https://www.civilexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Independence-in-question_the-voluntary-sector-in-2016webversion.pdf
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Harriet Oppenheimer, CEO of RNID, argues that charitable status confers a 
particular freedom and legitimacy, which allows charities to bring unique strengths 
to tackling social problems. Because of their huge reach, charities can create 
salience about big, complex problems that affect or interest millions of people. 
Charities then work in partnership with other sectors and actors – “industry large 
and small, public sector, academia and of course other charities” – to drive high 
impact campaigns, innovate new solutions, and deepen environmental, social, and 
governance (ESG) commitments. What sits behind this ability to drive collaboration 
is the insight and evidence a charity brings, which, Harriet says, “creates their 
legitimacy as a trusted, independent powerhouse for social change”. 

Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing, 
points out that those needing support are unlikely to distinguish between separate sectors. 
She says, “These separations are often designed to create division, turf protection, and 
organisational boundaries to make life easier for providers not the people”. Arvinda talks 
about the many successful collaborations across public, private, and social sectors and 
argues, “If we can build better mutual understanding across the three domains, and 
relationships that withstand challenge alongside collaboration, I believe we will unlock a 
richer and deeper well of ideas than we currently imagine.” 

Angela McConville, CEO of the National Childbirth Trust (NCT), says that to find solutions 
to complex problems we need “open, radical and respectful debate”. Charities have a proud 
history of calling for – and building the support for – radical change. Angela calls on the 
Government to work with the sector to convene a space for more radical discourse. She 
also calls on it to find new mechanisms that help scale innovative social solutions and create 
an enabling environment, drawing on her experience of trying to scale services in today’s 
devolved health system. 

Mark Russell, CEO of The Children’s Society, describes how charities can drive systemic reform 
by drawing on their deep experience of working with people affected by issues and allowing 
those with direct experience to lead campaigns. He writes, “It is precisely because our teams 
are working with over 50,000 young people every year that we can see the big challenges 
children face, we can see how systems don’t work together, and we see how more and 
more young people are trapped in disadvantage.” Mark talks about how charities 
do not work to short-term political cycles but, rather, they are “always there no 
matter the political weather”.

Polly Neate, CEO of Shelter, talks about the trade-offs that come with 
accepting public funding but also recognises the good that has come 
from charities working alongside the State in providing support, 
citing the Sure Start programme as an example. She talks too of 
charities being best-placed to know the impact of dysfunctional 
policymaking, bringing that experience to “townhalls, in 
Whitehall and in Westminster” – and, when needed, calling 
for justice if policies and systems fail: “…when people 
experience the effects of systemic failure, they don’t just want 
help, important though that is. They want accountability, justice, 
and a better world for those to come. And so do we.”
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Susan Daniels, CEO of the National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS), develops this theme, 
sharing an example from her own organisation in which the support they gave to one family 
who thought their child’s deafness had been missed led the identification of serious, systemic 
failures in six NHS trusts. Changes have been introduced thanks to the campaigning of charities 
like NDCS, willing to speak publicly and “speak truth to power”. As Susan says, “We sometimes 
have to create the visibility of a problem in order to be able to help governments solve it.”

Tim Naor Hilton, CEO of Refugee Action, explores how charities working on highly politicised, 
and even weaponised, issues such as asylum and migration play a critical role resisting attempts 
to divide. He describes how charities can bring communities together “in spaces where people 
can build deeper mutual understanding, which helps to increase cohesion, reduce tension, and 
encourage mutual support”. He also talks about the ability of charities to take the long view: “We 
might adapt our approaches as the political winds change but we must remain focused on our 
ultimate goal – controversies come and go but our mission endures.” 

Chris Sherwood, outgoing CEO of RSPCA soon to join NSPCC, describes how charities 
can be ahead of public opinion, working on issues that are the political dividing lines of the 
day. He argues charities should own the label ‘woke’, lean into these debates in line with 
their charitable purpose, and argue for the solutions needed – many of which are not easy. 
Chris says charities bring collective knowledge across issues and see the intersections and 
interconnections, often at global scale. “We have a critical role to play in creating the Good 
Society, a society which cares for all its members and takes on the moral responsibility to 
support our most vulnerable people, animals, and the planet.”

Sarah Elliott, CEO of the National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), uses her essay 
to speak to the incredible value charities create, brought into sharp focus in the last few, difficult 
years: “Often first on the scene in an emergency, the sector has shown huge agility, resilience, 
efficiency, and innovation in times of crisis and pressure.” She makes special mention of the 
value of small charities, often overlooked but holding “a unique position, often being hyper-
local, promoting inclusion, community belonging, and a safe space for communities”. She 
points out that, measured in purely financial terms, the voluntary sector in the UK contributes 
around £18.2 billion to the economy. If the value of its social impact is included, the sector’s 
contribution is 10 times as much. This means it is worth an estimated £200 billion. 

 

The benefits being generated by charities – social, 
economic, and cultural – are vast. But the greater 

potential that these essays outline is equally so.  
 

What needs to happen to unlock it?

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-and-insights/news-index/levelling-up-the-role-of-charities-and-volunteering/the-role-of-charities-and-volunteers-in-levelling-up/
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-and-insights/news-index/levelling-up-the-role-of-charities-and-volunteering/the-role-of-charities-and-volunteers-in-levelling-up/
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Getting from A to B
“A new, healthier, confident place for the third sector in our national life 
is required. One that is based on a mature functional relationship with 
government. There is a natural tension between the high aspirations of 
cause-led organisations, and ministers and officials who must temper such 
idealism with political, financial, and other realities. Once acknowledged, 
that tension can lead to great things.”  
Matt Downie

Achieving the shifts required to enable charities to contribute their full potential will require 
change on all sides. The recommendations below come from the conversations held at St. 
George’s House earlier this year. They are not exhaustive, and some may be contentious: but 
they are shared in the hope of sparking productive conversations. 

Recommendations are focused on what charities, the new Government, and the public sector 
can do to effect this shift, along with local government, combined authorities, and mayors. 
There are some less developed suggestions for the private sector: the CRG is exploring the 
relationship between charities and businesses in more depth this autumn and hopes to share 
more thinking in due course, building on other recent work in this area.23

 
What charities can do
1. Change their story 
A first recommendation is for charities to tell a different story about what they are for: what 
they exist to do and the change they want to see. And to become more vocal actors, raising 
their voices to share their experiences, hopes, and fears.

It is felt that charities currently talk too much about their own needs, the need for funds and 
their desire for survival, rather than their actual mission, what they are working to achieve and 
the difference they want to make.

Indeed, it is charitable cause that is felt to be their superpower. And for the vast majority of 
charities, their cause is very widely shared – whether providing sports coaching in the community, 
raising funds for cancer research, or tackling child poverty and climate change. 

23	  �A prosperous partnership: Supporting better collaboration between charities and businesses, 
Pro Bono Economics, October 2024

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/a-prosperous-partnership
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/a-prosperous-partnership
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Because the things charities do are so relevant – things people recognise and care about – they 
hold an opportunity to speak directly to that interest and the desire for what Marc Stears calls 
‘ordinary hope’24, holding a vision for things to be better and confidence that they can be better.

Charities have an opportunity to speak more openly about the society they would like to 
see, helping make the political weather rather than looking for small, incremental changes. 
Crucially, they can contribute to more informed public debate, whether that takes place on TV 
or on social media, and by shifting the ‘Overton window’ on big issues they can build public 
support for more radical, long-term change. 

“…in searching for examples for this essay, it became clear some sectors 
might need to rediscover their boldness of vision.” 
Matt Downie, CEO, Crisis

Charities then need to spread this story beyond their own organisations, with supporters, 
partners, allies – those with whom they can work together towards shared goals – but in terms 
that are most likely to engage and mobilise.

“Avoid the trap of talking about things from our perspective. Take our issues 
and make them more relevant to more people. Talk about the causes that 
bring more into the tent.” 
Chris Sherwood, CEO, RSPCA 

2. Crack collaboration
Collaboration is not made easy for charities: competition for funds, reporting requirements, and 
charity governance can all work against productive collaboration. Yet, in order to tackle the most 
complex challenges, charities have to work more purposively with each other and with those in 
other sectors. 

Recent years have seen a rapid shift in engagement on social issues and in social change. 
Young people are looking beyond party politics. Companies are seriously considering their 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) responsibilities and thinking more creatively 
about what that means in practice. Brands recognise that speaking to what people care about 
can be more powerful than speaking to what they want. New activists and movements are 
driven unambiguously by their cause.

There is so much opportunity out there if charities are laser-focused on their mission and not 
just open to but actively seeking ways to work with all those who share it. We must all stand 
together. In solidarity.

24	  �Ordinary Hope: A New Way of Changing Our Country Together, UCL Policy Lab & Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, February 2024

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/policy-lab/sites/policy_lab/files/ordinary_hope_a_new_way_of_changing_our_country_together.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/policy-lab/sites/policy_lab/files/ordinary_hope_a_new_way_of_changing_our_country_together.pdf
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“Anyone pressing for society-wide change needs to forge partnerships 
across politics, academia, grassroots activism, trade unions, business, the 
arts and entertainment, the media and more. Charities have robust and 
productive relationships with all of these sectors.”
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

This also means more collaboration within the charity sector, and leaders willing to do this. 

“We need organisations and leaders who are generous and collaborative at 
their heart, prepared to leave their own egos at the door, and make solving 
problems and effecting real change for those we serve the key priority”. 
Mark Russell, CEO, The Children’s Society 

3. Be more confident campaigners
Charities need to become more confident in their role as agents of systemic change and 
social reform. For all the reasons discussed, there are rational explanations for why the 
sector as a whole has allowed itself to become ‘chilled’ and cautious – but this has to change. 
Campaigning is a vital, legitimate and legal activity for charities. The relevant guidance, CC925, 
gives broad permission for charities to campaign. As one of the participants at St. George’s 
House said, charities should “take all the space offered by CC9”.

Given the urgent need for systemic, transformational change and the opportunities at hand, it is 
vital that more efforts are made to build the confidence and capacity of charities to campaign 
hard – understood in the widest sense – to optimise their potential to make change happen. 

Where charities themselves campaign, it is important they are clear about their role in social 
change and build this clarity and confidence across the whole organisation, as well as with key 
supporters and stakeholders. 

In terms of advocacy and other activity undertaken to influence political thinking and policy, 
there are some very specific recommendations. 

Re-set the relationship with government
The terms of charities’ relationships with senior decision-makers, and government in 
particular, are of central importance.

Charities are both allies and challengers. They can work closely with civil servants and elected 
politicians, bringing their evidence and ideas to the table and working in close collaboration around 
shared interests. However, they also have a vital role to play in calling out bad policy, lobbying to 
influence new policy, and occasionally using the law to challenge poor policy or decision-making.

25	  Campaigning and political activity guidance for charities (CC9), Charity Commission, updated November 2022

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/speaking-out-guidance-on-campaigning-and-political-activity-by-charities-cc9
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So, the relationship of charities to government is one of creative tension. Charities must 
hold this tension carefully but the sector, at present, is both too close and too adversarial. It 
wants to be able to speak truth to power but also wants a seat at the table. It must be more 
sophisticated in how it holds this relationship, and more adept at knowing how best to act 
depending on the circumstances and the threat or opportunity.

“Charities need to be able to move along the spectrum, challenging from outside 
where necessary, but on the inside where possible, in what their trustees believe 
is the interests of their beneficiaries. We sometimes have to create the visibility of 
a problem in order to be able to help governments solve it.” 
Susan Daniels, CEO, National Deaf Children’s Society

Be more effective in policy and advocacy
External stakeholders say that they often experience charities as being too self-interested 
– focusing on their own needs or their own specific agenda, rather than leaning into what 
government is trying to achieve. Of course, there are times when charities need to advocate 
for their own causes and, at times, stand back and oppose, unapologetically. But where there 
is common cause, it is important charities speak into policy priorities – being supportive 
where there are shared goals with government by bringing relevant evidence and good ideas. 
Effective advocacy and influencing also requires charities to be prepared and agile – able to 
move fast to respond to events as they happen and opportunities as they arise. 

“What matters is: are the ideas great, are the ideas applicable, is it the 
right time?”
St George’s House participant

Charities also have an opportunity to hold the policy bar high – setting out clear ambitions for policy 
change and route maps to get there. Some with experience in government said that they most value 
charities’ experience of how policy is landing, rather than being offered ready-made policy solutions. 
But the clear view of these essayists is that charities can – and do – play a valuable role. 

“We can provide civil servants and their bosses with the vision and blueprints 
they might struggle for the time and space to produce. Yes, we need to be 
patient, seizing and creating opportunities to lift aspirations when they come. 
And we must be ever-ready with systemic, bold solutions – in my experience, 
political expediency comes with no warning. We must build a reputation for 
this across the third sector. Alongside the public campaigning and the critical 
delivery of services, this should be the third pillar of charitable purpose.” 
Matt Downie, CEO, Crisis

While many charities do policy development very well, it is not considered a strength across 
the sector. By working more closely with others in this space, such as think tanks and 
academia, charities can join forces with others to take advantage of their respective strengths 
and influence more effectively. 
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Where seeking specific change, speak with a more co-ordinated voice
Decision-makers complain about ‘too many voices’ in the sector, which in truth is both a 
strength and a weakness. The many voices within the charity sector reflect the fact they 
are born out of society, not designed by a committee. As such, they bring with them distinct 
priorities, world views, and values. 

Society needs those many voices but where charities are seeking specific changes, such as 
in policy, they would do well to find ways to be more coordinated in what they say – sounding 
more like a symphony, not a cacophony. 

“My friend…often says ‘if you want to go fast go alone, but if you want to go 
far go together’.”
Mark Russell, CEO, The Children’s Society 

4. Get our own house in order
In recent years, voices within the charity sector have rightly challenged the old philanthropic, 
colonial mode, which has served as a wakeup call and made action pressing. The charity 
sector is not perfect and cannot rely on merely the fact of being ‘charitable’ to carry it through.

“Charities must be accountable and rightly deserve scrutiny. We often hold a 
powerful place in people’s lives, through delivering our services, or through 
our supporters, volunteers, and partnerships, and we don’t always get it 
right…We trail behind the public and private sectors when it comes to equity, 
diversity, and inclusion. We lag when it comes to climate commitments too – 
research from the Charity Finance Group in 2021 revealed 80% of charities 
had not yet committed to net zero.” 
Chris Sherwood, CEO, RSPCA

There also needs to be greater solidarity – across identities, types of experience, localities, 
and positionalities. For some, this means ensuring the organisation itself reflects those it 
serves as closely as possible:

“At Hopscotch Women’s Centre we are over 80% by and 
for – and it’s hard. With the desperation of trying to 
recruit those with lived experience, meet outcomes 
for funders, and attempt to meet core costs, it 
can be easy to take our eye off the ball of being 
representative of those we support.” 
Benaifer Bhandari, CEO, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

http://www.hopscotchuk.org
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For others, it means a continuous process of learning, unlearning, and change:

“Of course, cohesion can only come when we remove barriers to power 
for people with lived experience. Charities are beginning to understand 
how their existence and development has been shaped by White 
supremacy. We must dismantle this power structure and remove hurdles 
so people with lived experience are centred and, with allies, are the ones 
who “dismantle the master’s house” and make sure that our sector is 
open, cohesive, and antiracist.”
Tim Naor Hilton, CEO, Refugee Action

What government can do
1. Recognise the role charities play
As those in the charity sector change their story, those in government – whether local, regional, or 
national – need to be open to hearing it. The UK Government, in particular, should lead by example 
and show that it is open to working with charities in new ways. The early signs are positive: a 
conversation is underway about a new ‘covenant’ setting out the terms of the relationship between 
charities and the State. This is welcome, but harnessing the potential of charities requires much 
wider change – in understanding and attitude as well as action – as this report has shown.

Analysis by Pro Bono Economics (PBE) has found that the proportion of Cabinet members with 
experience of working in charities is the highest since Gordon Brown was Prime Minister26. 
There is reason to hope that the current Government’s view of charities, both positive and 
negative, is more clearly grounded in experience.

“…to foster a mature dynamic between the state and third sector, one that 
produces visionary solutions to shared problems, we need government to 
recast its view of us.” 
Matt Downie, CEO, Crisis

This would mean recognising the full breadth of what charities do, as reflected in these 
essays, and the value they generate. 

“No government or funder, in pursuit of efficiency or economies of scale, can 
hope to replicate the effectiveness of tailored support with one-size-fits-all 
‘solutions’ controlled from the centre – we need greater trust and flexibility in 
these relationships.” 
Benaifer Bhandari, CEO, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

26	  Charities at the Cabinet table, Pro Bono Economics, 6 July 2024 

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/charities-at-the-cabinet-table
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Ministers can make clear that civil society and business are held in equal regard, each 
contributing essential elements of national success and economic growth.

“Charities have the power to change policies, practices and lives, but we 
need to be part of the solution from the start. We need a strong relationship 
with Government, one of mutual respect, trust and collaboration, open to 
tackling the biggest problems together.” 
Chris Sherwood, CEO, RSPCA

The Government’s five missions represent a significant opportunity to develop effective 
models for collaboration that extend beyond the State and that are being actively explored 
by others, including the Future Governance Forum27. Focusing on outcomes, bringing to bear 
the might of government’s convening power, and ensuring that different actors with a stake in 
those outcomes have a seat round the table would lay strong foundations.

“What would it look like for the new Government to convene a space to get 
this kind of regular and respectful discourse started, and allow a radical 
vision to emerge? Could government and civil society work together to co-
design a bold and inclusive future and develop high impact policies that 
make a real difference in people’s lives?”
Angela McConville, CEO, National Childbirth Trust (NCT) 

2. Be an enabling Government
To maximise the benefit of partnership, charities and businesses need open and competent government 
that recognises its role in facilitating delivery, rather than direct delivery and control. Our essayists 
want to see an enabling Government that creates the conditions for all sectors to play their part. 

“Taking ideas that push us forwards, embedding change in our social fabric, 
and making them mainstream often requires civil society to make the case 
for change, business to show how it can work in the public as well as private 
sectors, and government to provide the moral, legal and/or policy framework 
to work within. This is where the Government can play a crucial role as 
orchestrator and enabler.” 
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

A more enabling approach by government would include creating the ‘landing space’ for what 
charities are offering – both culturally and within public systems. Government should provide 
leadership, long-term thinking, convening of stakeholders from across sectors, and mechanisms 
that allow spending to be prioritised on key outcomes.

27	  Mission Critical 01: Statecraft for the 21st century, Future Governance Forum, May 2024

https://www.futuregovernanceforum.co.uk/resource/mission-critical-01/
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“This Government and its Ministers must start their tenure as enablers and 
make an ongoing commitment to creating the conditions and connections 
that allow charities and public services to innovate and drive progress 
together. Change like this requires long-term thinking, new funding models, 
watertight infrastructure and fresh, open processes, as well as a good dose 
of trust and willingness to collaborate.” 
Angela McConville, CEO, National Childbirth Trust (NCT)

It would also mean recognising that centralised, top-down approaches, which are unable to 
respond to local or personal circumstances, do not always offer effective interventions or best 
value for money – and asking what central government can do to enable more locally designed 
and led solutions.

“Charities, government, agencies, and funders can learn from each other 
– and particularly from areas like Camden, with its 2000 charities and 
initiatives, where those in need can locally access high quality support that 
is centred around them, their barriers, and needs.”
Benaifer Bhandari, CEO, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

 
3. Recognise and protect the independence of the sector
Though the independence of charities is recognised in law, there have been numerous 
attempts in recent years, by politicians and political appointees, to put pressure on charities to 
be quieter and avoid controversial or ‘difficult’ issues. That rhetoric has reduced recently, but 
its impact remains.

The Government needs to publicly assert and defend the independence of the charity sector 
– and its right and duty to speak and act however it wishes, in line with the law and each 
charities’ own objects. 

“But charity law and regulation, and successive compacts 
between government and civil society, insist that charities 

must remain independent. We need to be simultaneously 
ally and antagonist; collaborator and thorn in the side; 
cheerleader and critic. We would always praise a 
government minister or NHS official for doing the right 
thing. If they agree with us, we say thank you – and 

do so publicly. So, when mistakes are made, we 
should feel able to go public too.” 
Susan Daniels, CEO, National Deaf Children’s Society
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4. Remove barriers to charity voice and campaigning
As set out in Section A, charities have experienced a wide range of constraints to their work as 
advocates and campaigners. The new Government has already sent a very strong signal that it 
will play no part in so-called ‘culture wars’. This commitment needs to be extended. 

The Lobbying Act is emblematic of rules that do not bar charities from speaking out or 
campaigning but do make it complex, bureaucratic, and increase the perception of risk. Grant 
standards and gagging clauses, which prevent service-providers from using funding to speak 
up about problems they see, threaten charities’ role as independent voices for the people and 
places they work for. SMK is even hearing reports of non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) being 
unnecessarily attached to charities’ involvement in collaborative work with public bodies – 
though only in those cases where organisations have declined to sign.

It is fundamental to a productive, trusted relationship that charities see the new Government 
embrace challenge as an essential aspect of testing and improving policy. A review of the 
law covering ‘third party campaigners’, ahead of any further electoral reform, would be a 
welcome first step. Abandonment of grant and participation conditions designed to quell 
charities’ ability to influence policy or prevent negative publicity would, likewise, be a powerful 
demonstration of a more robust approach to debate and policymaking.

“It’s not always easy or comfortable to speak truth to power, to hold 
the powerful to account. Critical friendship can be interpreted as more 
criticism than friendliness. When you embarrass people who made 
mistakes, they tend not to thank you. Often confidentiality is raised as a 
blocker and – at least in the short-term – relationships are damaged. The 
senior official who welcomes challenge as a necessary means to improve 
is, sadly, a rare beast.”
Susan Daniels, CEO, National Deaf Children’s Society

What the private sector can do
1. Come together around shared purpose
It used to be that brands needed a charity partner to take a view on a ‘cause’. That is no longer 
the case. Purpose-led businesses, given additional legal weight as B-Corps, are driving action 
on social and environmental goals. The views of private sector CEOs on all manner of political 
issues are regularly aired in the media.
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“I believe the true potential of collaboration between the private sector and 
charities is only just starting to be felt, as more businesses identify ‘social 
good’ as part of their missions. Like Ben and Jerry’s, who put not just their 
money but their brand, their platforms, their political contacts, and dedicated 
staff time into supporting campaigners working to enforce and improve the 
rights and dignity of refugees in the UK.”
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

The opportunities for charities and businesses to work together around shared social interests 
are huge, and the benefits can be felt by both. Charities can help companies reach consumers, 
recruit staff, and manage problems like mental health or skills gaps, and, looking at the bigger 
picture, their work helps to ensure a healthier, better educated, and more resilient workforce.

We would encourage businesses to think beyond simple fundraising partnerships and seek 
out charities whose expertise, insight, connection, and creativity make them ideal partners in 
developing innovative solutions.

“We want to connect with all parties, regardless of their potential competitive 
positions, because it is in our communities’ interests. Technology has the 
potential to make a big impact on the lives of our communities – as well 
as to provide valuable insight about a significant customer segment to 
manufacturers and service providers.”
Harriet Oppenheimer, CEO, RNID

2. Build partnerships with open minds and without assumptions
Charities and businesses can bring different things to the table. By bringing a spirit of curiosity and 
a willingness to both share and learn, much mutual benefit and shared value can be unlocked.

“RNID is keen to increase our curiosity and knowledge about new trends and 
possibilities in technology, because when the design of these innovations 
is based on real insight of our communities’ needs, they have the power to 
make daily life far more inclusive – and conversely, when technology is used 
inconsistently or poorly, it creates big barriers to access.”
Harriet Oppenheimer, CEO, RNID

Space needs to be made, especially in the earliest stages of a relationship, for open 
exploration. Where do missions intersect? What are each party’s measure of success? What 
capacity exists to develop the relationship or design potential projects? Where do different 
areas of expertise and knowledge lie? Is there an overlap of values and, if so, where?
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“Businesses – How deep is your intention to contribute to the 
environmental and social health of the nation? Are you thinking beyond 
fundraising partnerships and building more collaborative relationships 
with charities? Are you thinking about how to create the capacity within 
charities to do it rather than simply ‘extracting’ their knowledge and 
networks? And, are you critically examining your impact on people and 
planet, whilst pursuing profit?”
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

3. Play a part in the wider change ecosystem
Ambition to solve a problem or end great suffering is a powerful motivator. Some of the UK’s 
most difficult and systemic problems need multiple actors, approaches, and expertise, as well 
as long-term commitment to the goal. While it is tempting to assume that enough resource, 
ingenuity, or profile provided by one company or individual can ‘solve’ a problem, change that 
goes deep, that sticks, and that ultimately transforms society is rarely achieved single-handed.

Different actors can support, co-ordinate, complement, or learn from one another’s work – or 
step into the spaces created by others’ more vocal or large-scale efforts. This may be a shared 
strategy or simply the result of staying interested in and aware of what others with similar 
goals, if not approaches, are doing.

Even something as specific and measurable as liveable, accessible homes cannot be achieved 
through the efforts of government (or charities, or businesses) alone.

“Accessibility as the norm for new homes will stand or fall on a combination 
of public appetite, political will, new construction practices, imaginative 
design, well-conceived building standards, and developers showcasing 
what can be done.”
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing 
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Conclusion
The eleven essays that follow bring to life in radiant colour what charities do today and what 
more they could do if they were working as equal and trusted partners to government and the 
private sector. They serve as a joint calling card – a pitch – for what charities and their leaders 
are offering. It is an invitation to join forces from people driven by a deep commitment to 
making our society better.

This same commitment is in the hearts of many who work in other sectors too. While the 
challenges facing us mount up, at times overwhelm us, so does the determination of people – 
wherever they are – to do something about it. This is a source of great hope. 

Yet, even if the will is there, making the changes set out in the recommendations needs 
support. Some of them are quick things to fix, others require deep shifts in mindsets, systems 
and practice. They require shared spaces; better intelligence; and support to innovate and 
take risks – all things for which resource is currently critically limited.

So, this is a call to funders – whether public or private – to help make these new partnerships 
happen. There are, of course, always pressures on funding, but even a tiny amount diverted 
away from service delivery could yield immense value. Not only would it unlock huge new 
potential now – it would help secure a new future for charities and the role they play in society.

If charities are there just to pick up the pieces, as so many feel they are today, they are both 
squandering their potential and risking their legitimacy by becoming complicit in systems they 
know need to change. Charities should be re-cast as agents of social change who sometimes 
provide relief – not vehicles of relief who sometimes campaign. 

The potential to drive social change is immense if 
we can change our understanding of charities 
and, in so doing, unlock new partnerships 
around shared missions. So, let’s work 
together. Let’s take this moment to re-
set relationships across social, public, 
and private sectors. Let’s pool the 
respective skills, resources, ideas, 
and energy that exist across 
society – in community groups 
and movements, in businesses 
and charities large and small, in local 
government and Westminster – to help 
improve the lives of every citizen.



Essays
Members of the Charity Reform Group wrote essays between 
January and July 2024. A change of Government has shifted the 
‘mood music’ but the opportunities and challenges they describe are 
still to be fully grasped. The essays remain a valuable exploration 
of what could be achieved if the social sector was on a more equal 
footing with government and business, with greater collaboration 
between all three to tackle entrenched and systemic problems.



Relationships of trust help charities go where the State often can’t – 	 28 
and build people’s capacity to advocate on their own behalf.	  
Benaifer Bhandari, Chief Executive, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

The third sector can help solve ‘wicked’ social problems. 	 31 
We are ready and waiting.	  
Matt Downie, Chief Executive, Crisis

Charities partner with the public and private sectors to create 	 34 
long-term change.	  
Harriet Oppenheimer, Chief Executive, RNID

A deeper relationship between charity, business and government can 	 37 
power better services, social progress, impact, and innovation.	  
Arvinda Gohil, Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and Vice Chair  
at Sanctuary Housing

New government, new beginnings: time to get around the table 	 40 
and implement innovative social solutions at scale.	  
Angela McConville, Chief Executive, National Childbirth Trust (NCT)

We are here for the young people who need us, but we passionately 	 44 
hope to work ourselves out of a job.	  
Mark Russell, Chief Executive, The Children’s Society

Sometimes charities roar at injustice – as they should.	 47 
Polly Neate, Chief Executive, Shelter

By embracing challenge, politicians can reap the benefits in better 	 50 
policy and public services.	  
Susan Daniels, Chief Executive, and Mike Hobday, as Chief Policy Officer,  
National Deaf Children’s Society

Charities help people find common ground – a powerful balm	 53 
for polarising and divisive rhetoric.	  
Tim Naor Hilton, Chief Executive, Refugee Action

Why society thrives when charities thrive.	 56 
Chris Sherwood, Chief Executive, RSPCA

Charities’ economic value is bigger than you think – 	 59 
but their true value runs far, far deeper.	  
Sarah Elliott, Chief Executive, National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)



Relationships of trust help 
charities go where the State often 
can’t – and build people’s capacity 
to advocate on their own behalf.
Benaifer Bhandari 
Chief Executive, Hopscotch Women’s Centre

The Foundling Museum celebrates what may have been the country’s first children’s charity. It 
is, in equal measures, inspiring in its intention and horrifying in its history.

Created around the mid-1700s, the charity is a great example of the wealthy with the means 
taking care of those most marginalised in society. The process was part philanthropy and part 
entertainment, as the wealthy of the day, with time on their hands, hand-picked the children 
they wanted to support. 

The museum is full of positive stories where children have fared well whilst also, for the more 
sensitive amongst us, squeezed in between each wooden panel is the heaviness of what might 
have happened to the children without the glowing outcomes.

Today, we focus on being as close in situation to our service users as possible. At Hopscotch 
Women’s Centre we are over 80% by and for – and it’s hard. With the desperation of trying 
to recruit those with lived experience, meet outcomes for funders, and attempt to meet core 
costs, it can be easy to take our eye off the ball of being representative of those we support. 

The metaphor of a ball works when we support those most marginalised in society – we pass 
the ball back and forth, assuring vulnerable women and children that we are here, we can 
catch even the hardest throw, we aren’t going anywhere, and we will keep this ball for as long 
as those more vulnerable than us need us to, before passing it back.

We rarely would pass a ball to someone who we cannot see as an individual. This is the way 
that government and other statutory bodies may see individuals in need, as a homogenous 
whole. It’s too time consuming to break down groups into different humans. Those accessing 
charitable services often first need to have confirmation that they are seen as individuals, that 
they are acknowledged and not judged – because they often come having borne the effects of 
being ‘easy to ignore’ by the very systems they hoped would be their safety net.
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The time taken to have a gentle approach, be culturally appropriate, and build rapport is 
such an important investment in time, which many charity team members make without even 
thinking about it. When recruiting, leaders look for team members who demonstrate an ability 
to be truly present for those who should benefit from our services, because we know this 
investment in time sends messages of reassurance and hope, sometimes for the first time in 
the lives of beneficiaries.

Team members with this deep understanding of person-centred working are also driven by 
an understanding of systemic discrimination. At Hopscotch we have lived experience of the 
barriers faced by our service users. Our team works closely with statutory and other bodies, 
and others, to shine a spotlight on policies and processes which harm those we serve – even 
though they are designed with the intention to do the opposite. I see team members vent 
their frustrations appropriately, and then quietly continue to tailor all front-line support to be 
accessible and at the pace needed by the individual service user. I wish we spoke more about 
this essential dichotomy between the two very different approaches towards those who are 
part of the system and those who are suffering because of the system. And how it isn’t only 
charity leaders who focus on systems change, but the front-line workers too.

When Hopscotch Women’s Centre was the Mayor of Camden’s charity of the year, the results 
of the fundraising went into being able to work at this more trauma informed pace. This was 
needed because the cost-of-living crisis brought a large influx of complex cases (on top of 
those caused by successive lockdowns). As an example, a case may essentially be about 
VAWG (Violence Against Women and Girls), with housing and immigration uncertainty, and 
now with the addition of poverty together with mental health issues. 

Working with this complexity doesn’t fit into funder timelines or outcomes. This leaves 
charities to focus hard on building unrestricted income to be able to work at a pace that 
matches the vulnerable person. Or we don’t manage and must forego being trauma informed, 
rebuilding confidence and motivation, and being sure we can support individuals to start 
visualising a life after the crisis. Unfortunately, not all charities get to be the Mayor’s Charity of 
the Year and have an influx of cash to put towards this crisis for one year.

And what happens after that one year?

What happens when a charity is working super hard at just staying afloat – with little flexibility 
to meet needs on the ground? It’s heartbreaking when one of us goes under, and it ends up 
putting even more pressure on the rest of us to pick up the slack. We have no choice, as that’s 
what the sector does. We are the fourth emergency service. 

The complexity of trauma, whilst putting pressure on charities, is beautiful in a way, because 
it means that no case is like another. We see that no individual’s resilience is replicated in 
anyone else, and the sector has had to become the expert in this. Statutory bodies now have 
huge constraints and therefore resistance to work in a way that takes more resource. 

I notice that when the sector attracts workers with law degrees, these team members are powerful 
in defending human rights – and will, for example, remind a housing officer, social worker, or GP 
surgery what their role and remit is with details of their duty towards the vulnerable. 
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Every difficult act of advocacy performed helps embed self-worth in those we support – 
unless there are mental health issues, and then the need for culturally appropriate support 
escalates. As self-worth builds, so does the desire to take back agency that may have been 
taken away over so many years. We cannot predict the timeline from initial assessment to 
those accessing the service feeling ready to move on – making the writing of outcomes in 
many funding applications a guessing game. 

But it’s an incredible feeling when beneficiaries become friends of the organisation and even 
feel they want to give back in some way. Many charities don’t speak about this transition, 
and I think it may be because many of us feel protective of those who have been recently 
vulnerable, considering we are inundated by requests for access to current and ex-service 
users for the sake of consultation.

We say “nothing about us without us” in relation to those we support. Equally, we know the 
pitfalls of consultation with neither adequate accessibility or support and where there is no 
reward or recognition built in. The work that charities like Hopscotch Women’s Centre do 
to educate stakeholders and funders around appropriate consultation isn’t funded. Yet it is 
essential learning, so that those we have worked with who have experienced exploitation 
aren’t put into that same position again – in however minor a way – in the guise of consultation.

Recently, when Hopscotch created a Positive Masculinity Programme for boys as a preventative 
for VAWG, the team consulted with men with a history of lived experience of violence in the 
home. These were accomplished, professional men who asked if they could help. They had 
been in therapy and really wanted to engage in this work, which meant a lot to them… but the 
consultation had to be paused because the topic triggered PTSD, despite their own therapy and 
the therapeutic support we had in place. It was such a learning moment for us about how much 
time and patience is needed, and how many false starts charities experience, when attempting 
to include people with lived experience in our innovative programmes.

I want to issue a call to action – for the Government to acknowledge the huge responsibility carried 
by the beyond-profit sector, and to embed this into all policies that affect vulnerable people:

	 – �The sector, generally, is skilled in reaching those missed by statutory bodies – they 
are experts in working with complex cases and trauma, often with resources stretched 
beyond restricted funding

	 – �The statutory sector is stretched too – it relies on the Voluntary and Community Sector 
(VCS) to sensitively and appropriately handle complex cases because it does not always 
have resources or skills to provide the support laid out in its own mission

	 – �We need greater trust and flexibility in relationships with the Government and funders, 
with an acknowledgement that one-size-fits-all solutions are not fit for purpose 
compared to appropriate, tailored support 

	 – �Charities, government, agencies, and funders can learn from each other – and particularly 
from areas like Camden, with its 2000 charities and initiatives, where those in need can 
locally access high quality support that is centred around them, their barriers, and needs.

March 2024
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The third sector can help solve 
‘wicked’ social problems.  
We are ready and waiting.
Matt Downie  
Chief Executive, Crisis

In January 2024, Keir Starmer and his team spent a day with over 100 third sector leaders, 
reconnecting with us after 14 years away from Government. Tinuke Awe, co-founder of Five X 
More, took to the stage. Her charity is dedicated to transforming maternal outcomes, righting the 
wrong that Black women are far more likely to die during pregnancy1. Her message was not about 
that though, it was about what it is to be listened to, to be truly involved in solving a social problem. 

How can the NHS stop the harm done to Black women without speaking to Black women? And why 
on earth would health ministers not want the solutions that Tinuke and her colleagues have on offer? 

It was a striking moment. Striking for the scale of the injustice in public service outcomes, 
but also for its resonance for every single issue represented in the room. I looked around and 
wondered just how many of us felt the same; that we are sitting, waiting for government to 
notice we can help them make a leap forward in social progress.

Pick a social problem. Pick a sticky, seemingly intractable, multi-faceted one. There are 
plenty out there. Outcomes for cancer patients. High levels of poverty. The worsening mental 
health of the nation. The frightening rise in homelessness. All of these and many more, have 
something in common. Each of them has real, tangible, and available solutions on offer from 
the third sector. Costed, trialled, evidenced, breakthrough, co-produced solutions. And what 
is more, they also have people willing to give their careers to making those solutions a reality. 
What a gift to government and the political class. 

Take homelessness. It is a problem on the rise, affecting nearly a quarter of a million 
households in England alone2. At its worst, homelessness causes early death, on average at 
age 43 for women and 45 for men3. The housing crisis is now chronic, and councils are facing 
bankruptcy because the costs of homelessness cannot be met4. Yet solutions exist. As with so 

1	  The Black Maternity Experiences Survey, Five X More, May 2022
2	  The Homelessness Monitor England, Crisis, 2023 
3	  Deaths of homeless people in England and Wales: 2021 registrations, ONS, November 2022
4	  Councils in England facing bankruptcy as lack of housing pushes up costs, The Guardian, 30 October 2023
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many other social problems, the homelessness sector can draw on deep wells of experience, 
long-term and clear thinking about solutions. 

Crisis has published a full plan for how homelessness can, and should, be ended over a 10-
year period5. The plan draws on international comparisons of strategy, policy frameworks, 
and models of political leadership. It synthesises all available evidence on the efficacy of 
interventions in homelessness. It features commissioned research to plug gaps in evidence. It 
even shows how to build public support for the right policies. And it is independently costed by 
one of the big accountancy firms (in case you are interested, it costs £19bn over ten years to 
end homelessness and saves the country £54bn over the same period).

It would be nice to think that such a body of work might prompt an invitation from Government 
to discuss those solutions, even to challenge or improve them. In Scotland and Wales that did 
happen, but not in Westminster, despite repeated attempts to engage ministers and officials. 

Crisis is not alone in taking on complex problems to identify innovative, resourceful, and 
transformative solutions. Take broader poverty issues for example. In 2016, after four years 
of careful analysis, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation published their exacting, authoritative 
blueprint for a nation free of poverty6. The Centre for Mental Health, with the support of every 
major mental health charity, has published A mentally healthier nation7, offering the full sweep 
of changes necessary to turn the corner on their issue. And in cancer research and care, the 
recently produced Longer, better lives8 from Cancer Research UK is a 200-page tour de force. 
It is so thorough, analytical, and powerful, that it is hard to see why a civil servant would not 
simply offer it as a programme for government to new ministers. 

These are some of the best examples, and there are certainly some gaps where such thorough 
work is not available. In fact, in searching for examples for this essay, it became clear some 
sectors might need to rediscover their boldness of vision. However, that is no reflection on the 
available expertise, data, or solutions on offer in every single sphere of social progress. 

So, why is it that the political class does not ‘pick up the phone’ to our sector, seizing the 
golden opportunity presented by our experts in policy, research, and practical solutions? 
Where is the disconnect, and what can be done about it?

There will certainly be tactical reasons. Are we smart enough in our political and civil service 
engagement? Do we build in the quick wins that political and news cycles demand? Do our 
data stand up to treasury scrutiny? All of this and more is vital, but there is a bigger agenda 
here, one that is about the strategic place of the third sector in our national life. 

Over the last 20 years or so, we have seen different modes of interaction between government 
and the third sector. I will leave others to delve deeper into these modes but, in extremis, 
they have been both too close and too adversarial. Too close, in some ways literally, when 

5	  Everybody In: How to end homelessness in Great Britain, Crisis, June 2018
6	  We can solve poverty in the UK, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, September 2016
7	  A mentally healthier nation, Centre for Mental Health, September 2023
8	  Longer, better lives, Cancer Research UK, 2023
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contracted to deliver the outputs desired by government departments, leading to a distortion 
of the models for charitable provision, and accusations that the sector is propping up the State 
with underfunded services9. And too adversarial, in that charities have more and more openly 
attacked government decisions, personally declaring ministers as ‘liars’ in one recent instance10, 
with government intentionally chipping away at our confidence and ability to campaign11. 

A new, healthier, confident place for the third sector in our national life is required. One that 
is based on a mature, functional relationship with government. There is a natural tension 
between the high aspirations of cause-led organisations, and ministers and officials who must 
temper such idealism with political, financial, and other realities. Once acknowledged, that 
tension can lead to great things. 

We can provide civil servants and their bosses with the vision and blueprints they might 
struggle to find the time and space to produce. Yes, we need to be patient, seizing and 
creating opportunities to lift aspirations when they come. And we must be ever-ready with 
systemic, bold solutions – in my experience, political expediency comes with no warning. We 
must build a reputation for this across the third sector. Alongside the public campaigning and 
the critical delivery of services, this should be the third pillar of charitable purpose. 

And to foster a mature dynamic between the State and third sector, one that produces 
visionary solutions to shared problems, we need government to recast its view of us. The 
extremes in sector relations of the last decades are dysfunctions that serve no-one. It is 
dereliction of the State to neglect the potential in our sector, or to pick pointless fights. Those 
who suffer most are people facing homelessness, mental ill-health, poverty, cancer, and all the 
other social ills we can and must solve. 

Tinuke Awe has a powerful point. Government, can we talk? 
 

February 2024

9	  English charities ‘near insolvency’ after subsidising public sector contracts, The Guardian, 13 November 2023
10	  RSPB boss apologises after charity calls ministers ‘liars’, BBC News, 31 August 2023
11	  �A ‘chilling effect’? The Transparency of Lobbying etc. Act 2014 and charity campaigns, House of 

Commons Library Insight Report, 17 March 2015

Forces for good: vision for a new partnership between charities, government, and businesses 33

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/nov/13/charities-near-insolvency-after-subsidising-public-sector-contracts
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-66666435
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/a-chilling-effect-the-transparency-of-lobbying-etc-act-2014-and-charity-campaigns/#:~:text=The%20Act%2C%20a%20number%20of,vulnerable%20people%2C%20and%20scrutinising%20government.
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/a-chilling-effect-the-transparency-of-lobbying-etc-act-2014-and-charity-campaigns/#:~:text=The%20Act%2C%20a%20number%20of,vulnerable%20people%2C%20and%20scrutinising%20government.


Charities partner with the public 
and private sectors to create 
long-term change.
Harriet Oppenheimer 
Chief Executive, RNID

Charities can play a unique role in tackling complex social challenges. Their charitable purpose 
gives them the targeted focus to really get under the skin of a long-term issue and explore its 
causes and potential solutions.

Of course, all organisations have a purpose – but at their best, charities have a particular 
freedom and legitimacy in pursuing theirs. Inevitably all freedoms come with conditions, such 
as fundability, which is essential for charities and often extremely challenging to achieve. 
However, successful charities can benefit from different opportunities and collaborations to 
commercial organisations, and neither are they constrained by public process and the politics 
of the day in the way that government organisations are. Used well, this confers trust and 
independence in the eyes of the public, industry, and government.

I want to draw out three implications for charities of this particular freedom and legitimacy in 
terms of how they work and deliver value.

Firstly, charities can create salience about big complex issues affecting millions of people. 
This is particularly important given the intense competition for attention from different aspects 
of social or environmental injustice. This salience comes from the cause being personally 
important to a large number of people, either because it affects their personal lives or because 
it speaks to their personal values.

RNID’s purpose is supporting the 18 million people in the UK who are deaf, have hearing loss 
or tinnitus1. That’s a huge range of the UK population, and it’s a big responsibility for RNID 
to raise awareness about the needs of our communities. That is why we are strengthening 
and developing our research panel, so we can access targeted insight from people who are 
deaf, have hearing loss or tinnitus – for example to test product design, gather experience of 
services, or gauge priorities for social change. Insight from our communities gathered through 
the research panel shaped our Subtitle It!2 campaign, which have now become law since the 
Media Bill was passed in the summer.

1	  This figure was updated in June 2024 to reflect latest analysis by academics in hearing sciences
2	  �RNID campaign demanding broadcasters make their content accessible and the Government makes 

subtitles a requirement on more services
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Secondly, charities can create collaborations and partnerships with a host of other organisations 
– industry large and small, public sector, academia, and of course other charities. There have 
been some iconic examples of charities collaborating with each other (think Make Poverty 
History or Time to Change) and with business. The greater the salience that the charity can 
demonstrate of their cause, the more attractive they are as a partner for collaboration.

Business-to-consumer (B2C) companies will recognise that designing products and services 
to meet the needs and values of millions of people is hugely important for their reach and 
retention of the core customer base. Increasingly, large business-to-business (B2B) employers 
view charitable partnerships as a great way to deepen employee engagement, by accessing 
meaningful ways to create collective social impact – the ‘S’ in ESG (the Environment, Social, 
and Governance framework) is increasingly a feature of such partnerships.

So, a great charitable partnership can allow the charity to reach new and important audiences 
and resources, and influence the design of the services on which we all depend for so many 
aspects of our daily life. At the same time, it can enhance a firm’s consumer or employer 
brand, while simultaneously enriching the lives of their customers and employees. Network 
Rail has partnered with Samaritans to create the Rail Industry Suicide Prevention programme, 
which brings together actors from the charitable, public, and private sectors whose actions 
can help prevent suicides on the rail network. It provides practical information, advice, and 
training, and has had meaningful social impact for an issue that is not of universal salience and 
still has some social stigma.

RNID itself has partnered with the BioIndustry Association, the membership body and voice 
of the innovative life sciences and biotech industry. This is a genuinely unique opportunity to 
make connections right across the life sciences industry, helping to raise the profile of hearing 
loss research, galvanise innovation in hearing health, and bring us closer to having treatments 
to restore hearing and silence tinnitus.

And thirdly, charities’ ability to create both salience and collaborations is dependent on the insight 
and evidence that they can collate about their cause. It’s this insight and evidence that creates 
their legitimacy as a trusted, independent powerhouse for social change – akin to a think tank. 
The Refugee Council has been a particularly good example of this evidence-based insight about 
a topic that is rarely off the front pages of the press. They published proposals for a Fair and 
Humane Asylum System, based on independent detailed analysis of the identity and motivations 
of refugees who come to the UK and the success rate of their asylum applications. They also 
made evidence-based recommendations for how to resolve differing claims about the age of an 
unaccompanied child, the evidence for which comes from running the only Age Dispute Project in 
the UK, working closely with local authorities, care professionals, and lawyers.
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Beyond the hot topics of the day, it’s precisely a charity’s ability to source this kind of 
evidence-based insight that can create the salience that brings a social issue to prominence. 
RNID is keen to increase our curiosity and knowledge about new trends and possibilities in 
technology because, when the design of these innovations is based on real insight about our 
communities’ needs, they have the power to make daily life far more inclusive. Conversely, 
when technology is used inconsistently or poorly, it creates big barriers to access. RNID is 
beginning to work with a cross-sector Special Interest Group about the potential for Auracast, 
the next generation of Bluetooth technology, to revolutionise accessibility for people who are 
deaf or have hearing loss. We want to connect with all parties, regardless of their potential 
competitive positions, because it is in our communities’ interests. Technology has the potential 
to make a big impact on the lives of our communities – as well as to provide valuable insight 
about a significant customer segment to manufacturers and service providers. 

For some causes, getting meaningful evidence on which to base any insight is no mean 
feat. Data about the 18 million people in the UK who are deaf, have hearing loss or tinnitus is 
patchy at best, due in part to a lack of consistency about what and how data is captured. If 
salience is created by evidence of the widespread relevance of a particular issue, then without 
this evidence it’s a big challenge to create social change. RNID is beginning on this journey 
of tackling the evidence gap. An example of where this has been done well is the Centre 
for Homelessness Impact, originally set up by Crisis and the then Glasgow Homelessness 
Network, which has successfully grown an evidence base over the years so that it is now a 
What Works centre with significant influence.

The approaches described in this essay can create real benefit for everyone. 
Industry can use better insight and data to design their products and 

services around their customers. Employers can tailor their work 
practices to meet the needs and values of their employees. 

Government can create more robust, evidence-based and 
responsive policy and legislation. And collectively we 

can create greater inclusion in all aspects of society. 
 
 
February 2024
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A deeper relationship between 
charity, business and government 
can power better services, social 
progress, impact and innovation.
Arvinda Gohil  
Co-Convenor at Better Way Network and 
Vice Chair at Sanctuary Housing

Anyone needing support, a shoulder to cry on, or a service is unlikely to distinguish between the 
sectors that we so artificially separate into. These separations are often designed to create division, 
turf protection, and organisational boundaries that make life easier for providers not people. 

Any idea that charities, government, and business can each forge their own path is misguided 
at best. These three domains of our society are often referred to as a ‘three-legged stool’ for 
good reason – if one is missing from the way we debate and organise ourselves as citizens, 
our society is off kilter, and we all suffer. The same applies if one or more is overly dominant.

The way that these three ‘legs’ work together ebbs and flows over time. Google ‘charity 
business collaboration’ and you will find dozens of articles about fundraising partnerships. 
These can be incredibly beneficial for both parties, but I would like to highlight collaboration 
around reform in pursuit of common purpose and shared values, which also exist across the 
charity, business, and political worlds.

I have seen it first-hand in my own career – from the building of homes for particular sections 
of Black and Asian communities; to working with the NHS to catch early symptoms of cancer 
where language and culture present taboos and barriers; to networks like Better Way, which 
builds mutual understanding and encourages the cross-fertilisation of ideas across civil 
society, the public, and private sectors. 

Charities and business need humble, open, and competent government that recognises its 
role in orchestrating services, rather than in direct delivery and control. We know things need 
to change and we cannot continue to regurgitate current ways and processes that continually 
exclude people and communities. 

A firm and active commitment between charities, government, and business to collaborate can 
generate ideas and innovation.
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Government and business need charities because they have grown out of a need identified by 
citizens and, thus, have deep insight into how that need could be addressed across complex systems. 
They are providers of some of the most critical services and support (from better mental health, to 
tackling food and fuel poverty, to helping arts and culture to thrive), and they have a reforming role in 
holding power to account, enforcing rights, and helping us press for a better future for all.

I know people with the will to change things for the better exist across all three domains. 
Taking ideas that push us forwards, embedding change in our social fabric, and making them 
mainstream often requires civil society to make the case for change, business to show how it 
can work across sectors, and government to provide the moral, legal and/or policy framework to 
work within. This is where the Government can play a crucial role as orchestrator and enabler. 

For example, accessibility as the norm for new homes will stand or fall on a combination of 
public appetite, political will, new construction practices, imaginative design, well-conceived 
building standards, and developers showcasing what can be done. We are already seeing 
campaigning architects leading by example on areas like sustainability and human-scale 
beauty. I have no doubt there are others out there with fire in their bellies about homes that 
work for any occupant. Ultimately, however, government policies and investment will need to 
ensure that enough homes are built to the appropriate standards so that the desire to improve 
the quality of our homes can finally outweigh the desperate need for quantity. 

We are a long way from that point, but it is campaigning charities and grassroots activists who 
are most likely to get us there.

I believe the true potential of collaboration between the private sector and charities is only 
just starting to be felt, as more businesses identify ‘social good’ as part of their missions. Like 
Ben and Jerry’s, who put not just their money but their brand, their platforms, their political 
contacts, and dedicated staff time into supporting campaigners working to enforce and 
improve the rights and dignity of refugees in the UK.

Another example is the internationally recognised company Patagonia, which encourages us 
to repair our coats for lifetime wear rather than purchase a new one. They clearly demonstrate 
the balance between planet and profit for good. 

The dynamic between charity, government, and business is not, nor should it be, a wholly cosy 
relationship. Charities have always been able to, and need to be supported to, talk honestly 
about some of the challenges we face. Whilst collaboration towards shared goals is desirable, 
there is also creativity and progress to be found in challenge and friction.

Many years of campaigning, by both grassroots activists and more traditional charities, led to 
the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act. Disability rights campaigners had to shout, and shout 
loudly, before the Government finally introduced some of the key regulation and protections 
they needed. Proposals were resisted by businesses and senior government figures, who were 
ideologically opposed to greater regulation, feared increased costs, or felt it would reduce their 
choices. However, the subsequent changes in working practices, our built environment, and 
public attitudes generated new opportunities that pushed our society forwards. Workplaces and 
technology started to better meet the needs of all employees, we gained buildings that work 
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better for everyone, public transport slowly became accessible to more of the public, and many 
more TV programmes are subtitled (a development that has been enthusiastically embraced by 
younger viewers1). It was a direction of travel that benefitted us all.

The Minister for Disabled People at the time was William Hague. In reflecting on how a Government 
apparently implacably opposed to legislation was turned around, he said, ‘it wouldn’t have 
happened without the campaigning’2.

Martin Lewis, now a household name, has become famous for his ability to explain complex 
consumer legislation, understand corporate priorities, and boost people’s ability to navigate a 
challenging financial environment. Charities have been doing this at ground level for decades. 
If this was actively encouraged by government, we would see a role for citizens that would 
essentially recalibrate our lives.

A shift in a particular policy, or the introduction of a specific law, might be achieved through 
the efforts of a handful of focused organisations. But long-term change – change that ‘sticks’ – 
depends on ideas and attitudes being generated, embedded, and actively sought and accepted 
across all parts of society. Anyone pressing for society-wide change needs to forge partnerships 
across politics, academia, grassroots activism, trade unions, business, the arts and entertainment, 
the media, and more. Charities have robust and productive relationships with all of these sectors.

I have challenges for all three ‘stool legs’.

Government – Do you recognise the potential going untapped when charities are reduced to 
simply deliverers of contracted services? Are you willing to widen your table and invite mature, 
even if sometimes challenging, debate for charities as well as business? Are you willing to 
radically reimagine the power balances and create a truly equal partnership? 

Businesses – How deep is your intention to contribute to the environmental and social 
health of the nation? Are you thinking beyond fundraising partnerships and building more 
collaborative relationships with charities? Are you thinking about how to create the capacity 
within charities to do it rather than simply ‘extracting’ their knowledge and networks? And are 
you critically examining your impact on people and planet, whilst pursuing profit? 

Charities – Are you thinking beyond changing the law or government policy in pursuit of your 
mission? Should we not be seeking collaboration between ourselves as much as government and the 
private sector? Are there solutions that we can suggest and explore in partnership with businesses?

If we can build better mutual understanding across the three domains, and relationships that 
withstand challenge alongside collaboration, I believe we will unlock a richer and deeper well 
of ideas than we currently imagine.
 

March 2024

1	  Young viewers prefer TV subtitles, research suggests, BBC News, 15 November 2021
2	  The Reunion: disability campaigners, BBC Radio 4, 10 April 2016
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New government, new beginnings: 
time to get around the table and 
implement innovative social 
solutions at scale.
Angela McConville 
Chief Executive, National Childbirth Trust (NCT) 

In July, a new Government was formed in Westminster, becoming first-time parents (of sorts) 
to the nation. Becoming a parent for the first time can be joyous and overwhelming. It’s the 
start of something new, a transition, and at best a time of hope for the future. 

At National Childbirth Trust (NCT), we work hard to ensure new parents have the right 
information, networks, and support so they are confident, connected, safe, and able to create 
the best conditions for a positive start to life. Our new Government needs the same as it 
stewards our nation through its next chapter.

I think people are looking for a government with vision. One that leads our response to today’s 
top societal challenges, but also looks ahead and lays strong foundations for a positive and 
sustainable future for generations to come.

We need urgent solutions to complex challenges, like climate change, the cost-of-living, a safe 
way forward for artificial intelligence, and growing social inequality. But first we need open, 
radical, and respectful debate. We need discussion brimming with empathy and a new tone for 
public engagement that makes space for big, paradigm-shifting ideas.

The charity sector holds a wealth of knowledge, experience, and expertise. It is teeming with 
motivated, innovative people ready to get stuck in and start building a new future. Often on the 
front line of social issues and with an unrivalled ability to listen and understand people’s lived 
experiences, charities are uniquely placed to help create change. 

The sector has a proud history of delivering well-researched, well-costed solutions that have 
been co-produced and often campaigned for by the people and communities they benefit. 
Charities can build powerful movements for change. They can connect to vibrant and diverse 
communities, and make sure the voices of underserved and underrepresented people are 
heard. Surely, this makes our sector an ideal critical friend to government.
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We’ve seen this work before. In 2017, research by National Childbirth Trust (NCT) revealed 
that half of women who had recently had a baby had experienced mental health challenges.1 
We launched The Hidden Half campaign, demanding more funding for dedicated six-week 
postnatal check-ups with a GP. Thousands of supporters, 80 MPs, and three Health Ministers 
came on board. Following a debate in Parliament, in 2020, the Government announced it 
would fund dedicated GP postnatal checks, putting in place some early protection during this 
vulnerable time of life.

What would it look like for the new Government to convene a space to get this kind of regular 
and respectful discourse started, and allow a radical vision to emerge? Could government and 
civil society work together to co-design a bold and inclusive future and develop high impact 
policies that make a real difference in people’s lives?

Fostering an environment where we can achieve social change is an important first step but 
talk to anyone today and they’ll tell you it’s time to put an end to the rhetoric and turn words 
into action. 

This means the new Government also needs to find new mechanisms that help scale 
innovative social solutions. This Government and its Ministers must start their tenure as 
enablers and make an ongoing commitment to creating the conditions and connections that 
allow charities and public services to innovate and drive progress together. Change like this 
requires long-term thinking, new funding models, watertight infrastructure, and fresh, open 
processes, as well as a good dose of trust and willingness to collaborate. 

Let’s take the NHS as an example. Many charitable and community organisations deliver 
frontline services that can offer immense value to the NHS, taking the pressure off clinicians 
and rediverting resource to where it matters most. But, today, many charities are not 
technically enabled to make that happen quickly and at scale. 

For instance, National Childbirth Trust (NCT) provides free, antenatal education, infant-
feeding support, and maternal mental health services for parents on behalf of a range of NHS 
Hospital Trusts and Health and Social Care Trusts. Last year, we supported over 4,300 parents 
through these programmes, many of whom do not speak English as their first language, or 
are experiencing challenges with their mental health, social isolation, or other unmet needs. 
Dedicated teams of peer support trainers and volunteer peer supporters deliver these services, 
bringing parents together to share experiences of pregnancy, birth, and early parenthood, and 
ultimately freeing up NHS practitioners to focus on areas of more critical clinical need. 

The reach and success of these programmes, the clear, long-term benefit to parents, and 
the pressure it takes off NHS services makes a strong case for this model to be rolled out 
nationwide. But the devolution of healthcare means that, to make this happen, we would need 
to individually approach the 42 integrated care boards (ICBs) in England and more than 200 
NHS Trusts. The unfortunate truth is that developing the infrastructure needed for outreach at 
this scale would take away from vital staff resources that should be deployed helping people.

1	  The Hidden Half, National Childbirth Trust (NCT), 2017
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More effective collaboration and co-design can take many forms. One could be to reimagine 
what the NHS might look like if local health services were more sensitively integrated with 
social and community support. Here’s how it could work.

The NHS Spine is part of the digital infrastructure for health and social care in England, supporting 
NHS online services and connecting local and national NHS systems. Over the next three years, a 
new IT platform will replace the current system, marking a significant digital transformation within 
the NHS. One of the objectives of this project is to foster an ecosystem of innovation2 – what a 
fantastic opportunity this presents to connect the NHS with the best cross-sector solutions!

The new NHS Spine could introduce and standardise IT systems that automatically trigger 
clinicians to refer patients to high quality, personalised, and local services provided by the 
charity sector and other social enterprises. This would create formal links to social support 
that could be fairly and equitably accessed by more people. So, when a parent visits their 
GP to register their pregnancy, for example, the doctor could automatically be prompted to 
ask if they wanted to be signed up to a local antenatal group or education course, building 
connection and community for new parents right from the get-go.

Consistent, long-term partnerships between the NHS and health/social service providers 
would also eliminate the challenges posed by the volatile, 12-month funding cycles often seen 
in the current system. Instead, charities and service providers could build relationships of trust 
with clinicians and streamline referral processes.

Imagine the impact this could have for every person with a disability, or living with a long-term 
health condition, or for those with mental health challenges – for the whole spectrum of people 
accessing NHS services for support beyond their regular health checks. 

Imagine the more consistent, joined-up, and personalised care people could get by being 
automatically linked to services they need in their community, endorsed by a medical professional 
who they trust, and with the full picture of their health and wellbeing easily to hand.

Then imagine how this collaboration could enable the NHS to engage patients not just in 
their treatment but as active participants in their own recovery and wellbeing, by deploying 
the best-in-class health and social care services available. It could truly transform the way 
we deliver information, support, and access to services in this country. Not to mention the 
substantial value it could inject to the British economy, building on the £16.8 billion worth of 
public services already delivered by charities each year.3 

The RNIB has done important work in this area. Their recent Eye Care Support Pathway report4 
set out a practical way forward for the NHS, social care organisations, and the third sector to 
better support people living with sight loss by integrating non-clinical support into existing eye 
care pathways. 

2	  Spine Futures: vision and objectives, NHS Digital
3	  2020/21 figures, Civil Society Almanac, NCVO, 2023
4	  The Eye Care Support Pathway, RNIB, 2023
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This kind of reimagined collaboration could be rolled out at scale across the NHS and could also 
have a transformative impact in other government bodies, like the Department for Work and 
Pensions or Housing and Communities, especially when many of the challenges faced by those 
who are under-served by our society are intersectional and need a holistic and integrated response. 

If our new Government chooses to convene our sector and others, encourage open, fearless 
dialogue, learn, share best practice, and get great solutions out into the world so they can start 
delivering the change we so dearly need, then this truly will be a positive and hopeful start, 
just as becoming a parent for the first time should be.

Parenting the nation is an immense privilege and a huge responsibility. Please don’t go it 
alone. We’re here to help and to challenge – let’s get started!
 

July 2024

Forces for good: vision for a new partnership between charities, government, and businesses 43



We are here for the young people 
who need us, but we passionately 
hope to work ourselves out of a job.
Mark Russell
Chief Executive, The Children’s Society

At the Children’s Society, we’re hungry to make immediate change alongside children and 
young people, but we’re pragmatic enough to know that deep and lasting change is a long-
term, collective effort.

About ten years ago, we set up a youth-led Commission on Poverty. This group of young 
people identified that the cost of school uniform was having a significant impact on their 
family’s finances. In some cases, it even affected their choice of school. After researching 
school uniform costs further, we launched the #CutTheCost campaign. Just a year later, the 
Government promised to enact changes that would reduce the cost of uniforms.

Yet, nothing happened – so we kept campaigning. Our subsequent report in 2020, The Wrong 
Blazer1, showed that the uniform cost for the average secondary school pupil was now £337. 
Parents of primary school pupils were paying around £315. The testimony of young people 
continued to demonstrate the impact on family budgets, and our annual Good Childhood 
Report showed that the costs of school were a major worry for many families. 

The same year, we worked with an MP who introduced a Private Members Bill to reduce the 
cost of school uniform. The Children’s Society lobbied the Government to get behind the Bill 
and it finally became law in 2021. There is now a statutory duty on schools to reduce the costs 
of school uniform, stop using single suppliers, and introduce pre-loved uniform shops. 

There is a powerful story that runs from the voices of young people in Manchester, through 
Parliament, to the late Queen signing a Bill into law in Windsor Castle. Young people led this 
campaign, and their passion and energy powered our organisation as we fought for change. It 
is an excellent example of how charities can effect real systemic reform. 

The Children’s Society has been around for a long time – over 140 years. That has given us a pipeline 
of experience and wisdom in innovation, pioneering, and in understanding the needs of the children 
and young people we serve. It is precisely because our teams are working with over 50,000 young 

1	  �The Wrong Blazer, The Children’s Society, March 2020
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people every year that we can see the big challenges children face, we can see how systems don’t 
work together, and we see how more and more young people are trapped in disadvantage.

Evidence from direct practice builds our research, policy, and evidence base and it shines a 
bright light on the issues we need to campaign on. We work hard to ensure that, at any point, 
the issues we are campaigning on are earthed in what we witness in our work with young 
people and come from the voices of young people themselves. 

Youth Voice is not a tick box for us. We have a dedicated Youth Voice team who sit within the 
Chief Executive’s Office at the centre of the whole organisation. They are part of the recruitment 
process for staff and Trustees, and five young people sit on our Board. We are passionately 
committed to putting the voices of those we are here to serve at the heart of all we do.

We believe this gives our work real credibility and integrity. It has certainly given us the 
power to build strong, trusted relationships with political leaders from different parties and 
with senior civil servants across Whitehall. They know our work is amplifying the voice and 
experience of young people – and they know we come to the table not just to talk about a 
problem but to bring a solution too.

In the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, like many charities, we faced a storm of challenges. 
Most important was how to keep delivering our services to the young people who needed us. We 
also had to maintain excellence in a suddenly more digital world, keep the lights on when income 
streams were under pressure, and ensure the safety and wellbeing of our amazing colleagues.

Looking back on that period, like many of my friends in civil society, I am unbelievably proud that 
despite the challenges for the organisation, and for each of us as human beings, we continued to 
do what we do best. We kept supporting young people through the crisis, we gathered evidence 
from them about the systemic challenges they faced, and we worked at pace to translate that 
into policy solutions we could present to the Government. We were fortunate the major children’s 
charities had a direct line into the heart of government during Covid.

In 2019, our Leave No Family Behind2 report argued for new investment in local welfare 
assistance schemes to ensure that local authorities could support families in crisis. During 
the pandemic, with partners including Trussell Trust and Barnardo’s, we made the case to 
the Government that this resource would literally put food on the table for families in crisis. 
That campaign was successful. The Minister called me personally to say that he had been 
persuaded by our evidence, the Government put over £500m into the scheme during the 
pandemic, and local authority leaders told us that it saved lives – they knew the families who 
needed urgent help but had no extra money to direct to them.

2	  �Leave No Family Behind: Strengthening Local Welfare Assistance during Covid-19, The Children’s Society, 
May 2020
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It was a welcome and humane investment, but not a long-term solution. We kept campaigning, 
along with our partners, and in 2023 the Chancellor earmarked £1.6bn for the newly badged 
Household Support Fund. This will have made an impact on tens of thousands of families but 
the funding was time limited and runs out in March 2024. Our collaborative continues to lobby 
for fresh investment for the years ahead. As in so many areas of government policy, a longer-
term lens and financial planning would allow local authorities to budget effectively and help 
more families who need support.

My friend Lynn Perry, the Chief Executive of Barnardo’s, often says ‘if you want to go fast go 
alone, but if you want to go far go together’. This is how genuine and lasting social change 
happens. We need organisations and leaders who are generous and collaborative at their 
heart, prepared to leave their own egos at the door, and make solving problems and effecting 
real change for those we serve the key priority.

This year, five of the largest children’s charities have formed the Children’s Charities Coalition. 
The Children’s Society stands with our friends in Barnardo’s, Action for Children, the NSPCC, 
and the NCB in calling for a radical new deal for children – a clear, joined-up government 
plan that puts children’s health and happiness at its heart. The Coalition was launched in the 
Houses of Parliament by young people themselves, on a day we published research showing 
60% do not think politicians understand the issues they face and 73% don’t feel heard. It is 
incredible that over 130 other charities have already joined us in our campaign, Children at the 
Table3. We are going together to go far. 

I passionately believe in civil society and am proud to stand with so many friends across 
our sector to argue for the change we want to see. Each of our charities brings experience, 
evidence, creativity, innovation, and solutions to the table. In many cases, these are rooted 
in over a century of public service and fuelled by millions of citizens who stand with us and 
invest in our work with their time, money, and voice.

What excites me most is that everything we do is earthed in values and in heart. We are radical 
and bold, and we have big ambitions for the kind of society and kind of world we want to help 
build. We dare to believe we can use our voices to build a fairer more just society – one that I 
hope is, to use The Children’s Society’s own vision, ‘a society built for all children’. 

February 2024

3	  Children at the Table, Children’s Charities Coalition: childrenatthetable.org.uk
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Sometimes charities roar at 
injustice – as they should.
Polly Neate 
Chief Executive, Shelter

It’s frightening but true that we need to be reminded about why charities are here. The history 
of our sector is not one of pure service provision, only there to meet the immediate needs of 
individuals. Charities are founded to change something. There’s a truism that we should be 
working to put ourselves out of a job. And it’s dead right.

What does being a ‘service provider’ even mean, at a time when the challenges people face 
in their lives are overwhelmingly the result of broken system upon broken system, desperate 
resource shortages, lack of co-ordination and, from many of their fellow citizens, ignorance, 
apathy, or even antipathy? 

If charities only work to solve the problems of individuals, we are doomed to fail. And worse, it 
makes us no more than a cog in a destructive wheel, allowing systems to keep causing harm 
by continually picking up the pieces of lives they have shattered. It also means we exacerbate 
personal trauma by centring individuals or families as the cause of their own suffering 
– because the truth is, far more often than not, it’s the treatment people receive and the 
opportunities they are denied that are the problem, not something inherent to them. 

The term ‘service delivery’ itself has its roots in the dramatic increase in public sector funding 
of charities over the last few decades, rather than the idea of charity in which most of our 
organisations were fostered – through self-help, outrage, philanthropy, and the spirit of 
survivors of trauma struggling to protect others from the same. 

Public sector funding has been growing as a proportion of charity funds since Care in the 
Community in the early 1990s, through the funding boom under New Labour, and the spread of 
commissioning across local government. Even in the early days, some sector leaders warned 
that if charities became too dependent on the public sector, their ability to challenge it – either 
on behalf of individuals or systemically – would be compromised. But set against that was the 
desire to help more people and, indeed, much good has been done through the commissioning 
of charities.

People who would not engage with statutory services have been supported in life-changing 
ways. The entire Sure Start programme would not have happened at all without children’s 
charities, never mind worked in the highly localised, responsive, and non-judgemental way 
that so many Sure Start centres did. I can say hand on heart that our commissioned services 
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at Shelter continue to break new ground, transform lives, and even challenge commissioners 
to do better. I am not criticising any charity for taking the taxpayers’ penny and turning it 
into hard-working gold, as so many of us do. However, there can be no doubt that statutory 
funding has provided a ready excuse to silence the sector. Both locally and nationally, charities 
are prevented from biting the hand that feeds them. 

Perhaps even more concerning, charities now face procurement processes that favour 
ever larger providers. At national level, we struggle to compete in highly labour-intensive 
processes that are designed for large corporates, not for us. At local level, the impact is more 
devastating. When I was chief executive of Women’s Aid, a federation of local domestic abuse 
charities, many very small, I was horrified at the impact of commissioning practices that were 
changing dramatically – partly as a result of ideology, partly due to devastating funding cuts in 
local government. Refuges that had been founded by survivors themselves, often after intense 
battles for domestic abuse even to be acknowledged, desperate fundraising efforts, even 
squatting of houses to base themselves in, were being lost by the women who created them, 
following commissioning processes they could barely afford to participate in.

If we manage to win funding, we all too often have to invest charitable funds to boost what the 
contract specifies – funds we could sometimes spend better elsewhere. 

If this all makes charities sound powerless, hemmed in by walls we can’t pull down, then we 
need to think again. We must understand the power we hold and use it. And those of us with 
more power, who are not fully funded by local contracts, whose supporters urge us to push for 
change, whose every waking moment is not consumed with a struggle for survival for the sake 
of people facing destitution, danger, and desperation – we have the most responsibility to act. 
That’s why a group of chief executives of large charities came together to found the Charity 
Reform Group.

However we are funded, our sector is and must remain the single most effective way in which 
the impact of dysfunctional policymaking on individuals and communities can become known, 
be challenged, and be improved through lessons learned in the making of public policy. Every 
single day, charities are in town halls, in Whitehall, and in Westminster, lobbying, persuading, 
influencing. Our research is never out of the headlines, and without it our politicians and 
policymakers would lose much of the available data on the impact of their decisions. Whatever 
even the most vocal of the ‘stick to the knitting’ brigade may say, they know full well that 
charities are a vital source of information and policy formation.

We combine our anger at injustice with an understanding of the complexities of its causes 
and of the way in which it is experienced by individuals and communities. This combination 
is uniquely powerful. In June 2017, the Grenfell Tower Fire claimed 72 lives and devastated 
a community. It became a horrifying symbol of the impact of inequality, discrimination, and 
neglect. Shelter’s frontline services were on the ground the same day, offering support to 
those who had lost their homes in the most traumatic way imaginable. And we were far from 
alone: our sector was central to the response. I could see the fire from my house, although 
it was over a mile away. I was due to join Shelter in three months’ time, and making sense of 
the tragedy and trying to play a role in ensuring it was less likely to happen again felt like the 
fundamental duty of an organisation whose purpose is to defend the right to a safe home.
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This short account does a disservice to the many incredible colleagues who contributed. 
We built a relationship with the survivors of the fire, and jointly launched a Commission on 
Social Housing that learned from their lived experience, along with major research, policy 
development, and citizens’ juries. The outcome was central to Shelter’s strategic aims. Not 
only that, but it led to six years’ campaigning in partnership with Grenfell United, and the 
eventual passing of the Social Housing Regulation Act in 2023.

This is far from being Shelter’s success story. It’s primarily the story of a group of survivors 
who were determined for change. They were joined by others including, more recently, the 
family of two-year-old Awaab Ishak, another victim of the fundamental social injustice of a 
home that nobody should have to live in. At the same time, I believe our charity was central to 
this fight for change.

This story shows how we can bridge the sometimes stark divide between the rarefied world of 
policymaking and its impact on people’s lives. What happened at Grenfell Tower and to Awaab 
Ishak were not just tragedies but the consequences of a broken and unaccountable system 
that had to change. 

And when people experience the effects of systemic failure, they don’t just want help, 
important though that is. They want accountability, justice, and a better world for those to 
come. And so do we.
 

February 2024
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By embracing challenge, 
politicians can reap the benefits in 
better policy and public services.
Susan Daniels 
Chief Executive, and Mike Hobday, as Chief Policy 
Officer, National Deaf Children’s Society 

When things are going well, the relationship between charities and government is easy. 
Everybody loves a nice, cuddly charity. We do good work and it’s mutually beneficial for 
governments to be associated with us – kudos, profile, and photo opportunities all round!

If only everything in society was going well all of the time. Sometimes, things are more difficult. 
For some charities, it seems to be difficult much of the time. How should we – charities, 
government, and civil society as a whole – respond to the challenges that inevitably arise?

The National Deaf Children’s Society was representing a family in the Lothian area of Scotland 
who thought that their child’s deafness had been missed by the NHS. We supported them 
to seek a re-assessment and then to complain, first to the health board and then to the 
Scottish Ombudsman. Eventually, in late 2021, it was confirmed that NHS Lothian had been 
systematically failing to identify deafness in babies born in the area and that this derived from 
poor professional practice, lack of scientific and managerial oversight, and the absence of an 
independent quality assurance system. 

This was devastating news. The National Deaf Children’s Society was instrumental in the 
introduction of newborn hearing screening, knowing the importance of early identification 
as the catalyst for prompt support from both families and statutory services. Deaf babies 
identified in the first months of life will receive amplification devices such as hearing aids/
cochlear implants and/or sign language support, as appropriate to the families’ needs and 
aspirations for their child. Families will be advised and supported in bringing their children 
up in a rich language and communication environment. Deaf children who are not identified 
may experience delays in developing language and – without support – may not develop the 
communication capability that they will need for the rest of their lives. It’s hard to exaggerate 
the importance to deaf babies and their families of getting this right.

And then things got worse. We asked for a data review of the position in England and five more 
NHS sites were identified as having the very same issues as NHS Lothian.
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On one level, an important part of our job had been done. The child in question had been 
identified as deaf and was receiving support. NHS Lothian had apologised, redeployed their 
Head of Audiology, and committed to improve. Lothian families whose children had been 
failed could now be supported. Other toddlers could be called back for re-assessment and the 
National Health Service could pick up the lessons and move forwards.

If only it was so easy! NHS Trusts (and Boards in Scotland) have multiple challenges, some 
of them even bigger than resolving the damage being done to deaf babies’ lives. We had to 
ask ourselves: could we be confident that the NHS would sort this mess out? Or should we do 
everything in our power to ensure that no deaf baby, anywhere in Scotland or England, would 
have their deafness missed and their futures blighted by the lack of consequent support?

In short, we had to determine what was in the ultimate interests of deaf children and 
their families – as our beneficiaries and our members. And we were supported in this by 
our trustees – the majority being parents of deaf children themselves – whose absolute 
commitment was not to allow other deaf babies to fall by the wayside.

It’s not always easy or comfortable to speak truth to power, to hold the powerful to account. 
Critical friendship can be interpreted as more criticism than friendliness. When you embarrass 
people who made mistakes, they tend not to thank you. Often confidentiality is raised as a 
blocker and – at least in the short-term – relationships are damaged. The senior official who 
welcomes challenge as a necessary means to improve is, sadly, a rare beast.

But charity law and regulation, and successive compacts between government and civil society, 
insist that charities must remain independent. We need to be simultaneously ally and antagonist; 
collaborator and thorn in the side; cheerleader and critic. We would always praise a government 
minister or NHS official for doing the right thing. If they agree with us, we say thank you – and do 
so publicly. So, when mistakes are made, we should feel able to go public too.

In Lothian, we issued a press statement expressing our horror at the damage done to 
deaf babies’ lives. We were invited onto the television news and we called on the Scottish 
Government to step in, to give families an assurance that such catastrophic errors would never 
happen again. We asked for a formal review of audiology services in Scotland and we met the 
Cabinet Secretary to press our case. We were lucky at that stage – Humza Yousaf MSP was 
horrified by what had happened and he ordered a full and independent review.

In England, the position was more difficult. The English NHS benefits from much greater 
devolution than in Scotland. UK Ministers simply lack the wherewithal to tell NHS Trusts 
what to do. Were we expected to write politely seeking meetings with 200 or so NHS 
trusts? Campaigning is more efficient and more effective. We challenged NHS England. We 
encouraged the families complaining to us to tell their stories to an investigative journalist. 
Shaun Lintern of the Sunday Times is rightly regarded as a strong and passionate voice on 
behalf of patient safety. The story he wrote was hugely influential. And NHS England kicked 
into gear with a vengeance.
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With improvement processes in place each side of the border, we couldn’t relax. But the 
appropriate tactics changed. We had won the reviews that we wanted – the task now was 
to help them get to the right answers. So, we accepted seats on each review body. We 
contributed the experience of families and of their deaf children. We brought our evidence and 
expertise about what good services look like. We debated what was desirable and what was 
possible, and we contributed to a healthy consensus. 

Has our approach – being first a critical then a constructive friend – worked? Last August, 
NHS England issued vigorous and firm advice to its local systems, the Integrated Care Boards. 
Just before Christmas, the new Scottish Minister accepted all the findings of the independent 
review. We are not in any way resting on our laurels, but we’re pleased with the progress.

The analogy, I think, is that of the insider-outsider spectrum. Charities need to be able to 
move along the spectrum, challenging from outside where necessary, but on the inside where 
possible, in what their trustees believe is the interests of their beneficiaries. We sometimes 
have to create the visibility of a problem in order to be able to help governments solve it.

There are risks in this approach – potentially the noisiest challengers could get their problems 
resolved first. But the mitigation is that all charities who wish to, can campaign – using all the 
tools that will help their beneficiaries – and that they can learn to do it well – so, as a sector, we 
need to ensure that training and advice is both affordable and accessible.

It’s right and proper that we work with and stand up for our beneficiaries, that we pursue 
the objectives in our charitable constitutions. It may not make us popular every day and can 
undoubtedly be an uncomfortable dynamic for decision-makers to embrace. But, in the long run, 
we’ll help create the better world that we all want to see. And we’ll sleep better at night too!  

February 2024
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Charities help people find 
common ground – a powerful balm 
for polarising and divisive rhetoric.
Tim Naor Hilton 
Chief Executive, Refugee Action 

Asylum is such a contentious area of policymaking that political leaders face an obvious choice 
– approach it with cool-heads and nuance or utilise its potential divisiveness. This decision sets 
the tone for public debate, which is why charities need to take the long view of issues that are 
with us for the long-term. We might adapt our approaches as political winds change but we must 
remain focused on our ultimate goal – controversies come and go but our mission endures.

Today, asylum has become a wedge issue, a topic through which our representatives can split us 
into camps to shore up their support among groups of supporters. The 2019 elections showed us 
that campaigning on a wedge issue – Brexit – can pay huge dividends at the ballot box. Instead 
of Remainer and Brexiteer we now have Refugees Welcome or Deport Them All To Rwanda.

To polarise voters, some MPs use, and the media repeat, extreme and dehumanising language. 
Some of the language mirrors that used by racist and far-right groups. The tropes have come 
thick, fast, and grim. Former Home Secretary Suella Braverman described people seeking asylum 
as an “invasion on the south coast” who are creating “a hurricane of mass migration”. Former 
Immigration Minister Robert Jenrick dismissed people granted refugee status as “overwhelmingly 
low-skilled men with poor literacy who will remain dependent on the state for decades to come”. 

In May last year, he described those crossing the Channel to claim asylum as tending to “have 
completely different values and lifestyles”. And the Prime Minister1 himself weighed in at a 
right-wing conference in Italy, telling the audience that migrants are a “weapon” to “destabilise 
and overwhelm our country” which will “destroy our faith in government”.

The target of this extreme language is almost always the people who are least able to fight 
back: refugees, victims of trafficking, the poor. And, in their quest to divide us, our leaders 
also target the people who support them. Lawyers and charity workers are in the crosshairs, 
leading to political and media attacks. Staff of one refugee charity were described by a radio 
host as “human traffickers” who “facilitated fraud and terrorism”. 

1	  Rishi Sunak in December 2023
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The real-life consequence of exploiting this divisiveness is intimidation and physical violence 
of people seeking asylum and those who advocate for them. Hotels have been targeted by 
rioting, far-right mobs. A law firm was attacked by a knifeman. Charity workers have been 
abused and intimidated. 

Extreme racist and dehumanising language creates a problem and a fear in people’s minds that 
has no basis in reality. But this fear makes it easier for leaders to silo refugees in society and 
drum up support for vicious and cruel policies, such as the deportation deal with Rwanda, or 
the use of a barge or MOD barracks to house torture victims. It also makes it easier to blame 
people seeking asylum and immigrants for the ballooning cost of living, the ever-lengthening 
NHS waiting lists, and the lack of affordable housing. 

This approach is not used by one political party. New Labour introduced the law that the 
current Government is using as the basis for the Rwanda deportation policy; Labour removed 
the right to work for people seeking asylum in 2003; and Labour advisers and ministers 
discussed breaking European human rights laws to deter people seeking asylum.

This picture feels bleak. And that is undoubtedly how it is experienced by people caught in the 
crossfire, people who are looking only to escape the collapse of their concept of home and build 
new lives with hope and safety for the future. But there is another, crucial, side to this story. 

That is a story of resistance. Resistance to the attempts to divide. A story about communities 
being brought together in spaces where people can build deeper mutual understanding, which 
helps to increase cohesion, reduce tension, and encourage mutual support. In such spaces 
solidarity increases. We are able to recognise that the big problems that face our society are 
shared across our different communities, and that solutions are best made at a systemic level.

According to Migration Exchange’s report People, power and priorities: Insights into the UK 
refugee and migration sector (July 2023), there are 708 registered charities in the UK which 
specifically focus on refugee and migration issues. They, we, are the lifeblood of the pushback 
against the divisive, dehumanising agenda. They walk alongside those trapped in this 
dehumanising labyrinth, building connections and understanding across these false divides. 

For example, the Bristol Refugee and Asylum Seeker Partnership is a group of 15 organisations 
working in solidarity with refugees and asylum seekers. The partnership aims to raise the 
voices of people in the city. This includes increasing the understanding and visibility of 
refugee work outside the sector and strengthening links with those working in other areas, 
such as housing and homelessness, disability, LGBT+, and business. 

Of course, cohesion can only come when we remove barriers to power for people with lived 
experience. Charities are beginning to understand how their existence and development has 
been shaped by White supremacy. We must dismantle this power structure and remove hurdles 
so people with lived experience are centred and, with allies, are the ones who “dismantle the 
master’s house” and make sure that our sector is open, cohesive, and antiracist.

It is vital that refugee organisations do not further isolate and segregate people seeking 
asylum by siloing them and their problems. Refugees in the UK face systemic racism, poverty, 
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a lack of accommodation, terrible housing standards, marginalisation, immigration uncertainty, 
a mental health epidemic, and other poor outcomes.

Our society and our communities are so interwoven that bad policy that affects all of us will affect 
people seeking asylum – and bad policy that affects asylum seekers will affect us all. They are 
systemic issues that ultimately require systemic solutions – so, it’s systemic solutions we must support.

Let’s look at two examples. Firstly, accommodation. Poor housing policy has created a crisis in 
the UK, with too few homes and too many bad homes. Refugee organisations working on the 
frontline know that too many people seeking asylum live in frankly dire accommodation. Those 
that live in our communities often find themselves in a property that is so badly in disrepair it’s 
dangerous. Meanwhile, tens of thousands are unable to live in homes so are put into hotels, 
barges, or MOD camps that are cramped and segregated. 

These are all aspects of exactly the same problem that so many people in our society face – a 
lack of good quality, affordable homes. Refugee charities cannot call for better housing for 
people seeking asylum without acknowledging the wider problem facing the UK. To improve 
housing for people seeking asylum, the sector must work with housing organisations to create 
policy that works for everyone. 

By uniting the problems that everyone faces, we can better unify people and start to build a 
better country for everyone. 

Our second example shows how bad policy targeting people seeking asylum negatively 
affects us all – the ban on work. The 300-member-strong Lift the Ban Coalition campaigns 
to give people seeking asylum the right to work and, by default, it’s campaigning to give UK 
companies the right to hire people seeking asylum. The right to work benefits people in the 
asylum system and helps often short-staffed business. And it also benefits us all because, as 
the economy grows, more people are paying tax and national insurance. It’s why you will find 
business groups, recruiters, economists, and trade unions among the coalition members, and 
politicians from all parties among its supporters.

Forced displacement does not happen in a vacuum. Its causes are varied, deep-rooted, 
and often the legacy of colonialism and contemporary Western foreign, economic, and 
environmental policy. Refugee organisations can unite with different movements to tackle 
these causes of displacement, our colonial legacies, the sale of weapons, the supporting of 
authoritarian governments, the wars waged, the carbon emissions, the extractive economic 
relationships. That’s not to deny people the right to move, that must be reinforced, but to 
support people’s right to stay. 

Our mission to unify is within our communities but also in how we as organisations look at ways to 
solve the problems people face. Despite the divisions that are created and exploited by our politicians, 
the communities that exist within our society are deeply interconnected, as are the problems that 
beset them. Our quest for solutions can build on and develop further our togetherness. 

February 2024
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Why society thrives  
when charities thrive.
Chris Sherwood 
Chief Executive, RSPCA

The turbulence of the past decade, with its divisive politics and unprecedented 
global challenges, has threatened and undermined the place of the voluntary sector in our 
society. Charities have too often become the collateral damage of culture wars, with too many 
politicians and public figures setting themselves against us and a perceived ‘woke agenda’.

Describing the charity sector as ‘woke’ is self-defeating – if being alive to some of the most 
pressing injustices of the day is woke, then of course we are ‘woke’. This is what we are here 
for: in an increasingly secular society, the voluntary sector has stepped into the role that the 
church used to play, providing the moral compass which guides the Good Society – a society 
which is more compassionate and inclusive. What that society looks like is for all of us to help 
shape: charities can be the vehicles to bring together government, business, and communities 
to promote that change.

It is an essential role at a time when politicians on the far left and far right are pursuing 
increasingly radical populist policies that, at best, marginalise certain communities or, at 
worst, treat them as scapegoats. Such tactics can only lead to a more individualist, less 
compassionate society, where those with the loudest voices or the deepest pockets rise to the 
top, and where the moral assumption that we care for those most in need is forgotten. 

This year marks 200 years of the RSPCA, which was founded by a group of ‘revolutionaries’, 
including anti-slavery campaigner William Wilberforce and Irish MP Richard Martin, who 
were determined to change the world for animals. In those two centuries, we have changed 
attitudes, behaviours, and more than 400 laws; we, along with the animal welfare sector that 
grew up around us, have changed the way we all think, feel, and act towards animals.

This is the story of charity: a small group of people coming together with a shared ambition 
to address injustice or improve society in some way. We see the benefit of these collective 
endeavours in our society. Look at the immense efforts of mental health charities such as 
Mind, who have changed the conversation around this vital issue, putting mental health on the 
agenda when for too long it was invisible. And look at dementia – the critical work of dementia 
charities such as the Alzheimer’s Society to raise the profile of this often misunderstood and 
ignored condition led David Cameron to adopt it as a key mission during his term in office. 
When we are at our best, and when we are given a seat at the table, the voluntary sector can 
be drivers for real and lasting societal change.
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Sometimes what we do isn’t popular. We can often be ahead of sections of public opinion 
or work on issues that are the political dividing lines of their day. This is a fundamental part 
of our collective story. When charities are at their best, they are leaning into their purpose 
and advocating for their cause. Take the RNLI, who have seen a significant rise in support on 
the back of their steadfast commitment to continue to save the lives of migrants making the 
treacherous journey to the UK in small boats. They have refused to be rocked by allegations 
of playing politics or ‘wokery’, but have stuck to their clear, 200-year-old purpose – saving 
lives at sea – because it is the right thing to do. Freedom from Torture’s hugely successful 
#StopTheFlights campaign frustrated the Government’s plans, persuading airlines to pull out 
of flights to Rwanda. While the Government set itself up in opposition to these charities, its 
Rwanda Plan continues to be mired in controversy, dividing public opinion and Westminster. 
Imagine how different, how much more nuanced and compassionate, the response to this 
complex problem could be if charities were not the opposition, but a trusted partner. 

We are part of the solution and we know the solutions we need aren’t going to be easy. The 
challenges ahead are intersectional and complex. They increasingly cross national borders in 
a globalised and interconnected world, requiring a co-ordinated global response. So, it is not 
possible to tackle a single cause or impact in isolation. Climate change, for example, means 
changing industry, our food system, inequality, health, and even animal welfare. Homelessness 
is not just a housing issue, it spans poverty, mental health, physical health, inequalities, and 
animal welfare, when people face a stark choice of finding somewhere to live or losing a 
much-loved pet. Our collective knowledge across these diverse yet interconnected issues is 
our strength, but if we are to be part of transformational and lasting change, we need to have 
proper collaboration with each other and with government.

Of course, charities must be accountable and rightly deserve scrutiny. We often hold a 
powerful place in people’s lives, through delivering our services, or through our supporters, 
volunteers, and partnerships, and we don’t always get it right. We have been rightly criticised 
for failings in the sector, such as the statutory inquiries into safeguarding at Oxfam and Save 
the Children, or the spotlight on fundraising tactics in the wake of the tragic death of poppy 
seller Olive Cooke. We trail behind the public and private sectors when it comes to equity, 
diversity, and inclusion. We lag when it comes to climate commitments too – research from the 
Charity Finance Group in 2021 revealed 80% of charities had not yet committed to net zero.

We cannot command support, from government or the public, simply by virtue of being 
charities and having good intentions. Nor can we expect to be bailed out by government if we 
fail. We must prioritise good governance and continue to innovate, embracing new operating 
models and new ways of working, and we must represent the communities we serve. 

Notwithstanding these challenges, charities offer another key benefit to society: trust. Despite the 
difficulties facing the sector in recent years, trust in charities is growing, steadily but consistently. 
The Government’s own figures place trust in charities above public sector institutions, like the 
police and social care, above the media, and above MPs and politicians, whose own trust ratings 
continue to slide. At a time when we are witnessing the outcry from the Post Office scandal and 
the Covid Inquiry is reliving some of the most challenging chapters of our recent history, charities 
are broadly recognised as a source of good in this country. Government ignoring how powerful 
that is in this age of distrust is perilous in the face of the huge and pressing challenges ahead. 
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It is imperative that charities hold their nerve and be clear and confident about what they 
stand for. That does not mean staying inside a narrow lane in what has lately been a hostile 
political environment, afraid of speaking out on issues that cut across society. The RSPCA is 
clear about what we stand for: animal welfare. But we know that the biggest threats to animal 
welfare are inextricably linked to our own futures and that of the planet. Climate change, the 
unsustainable growth in intensive farming, loss of habitat, absolutely cannot be solved by 
talking about animal welfare in isolation. We must be part of a bigger conversation.

Charities are often there when no one else is – delivering on unmet or poorly-met need, 
picking up the pieces when the state’s safety net doesn’t stretch far enough. But we are much 
more than that. We are society’s moral compass. We can change attitudes, behaviours, even 
laws. We make sure that those most in need are not left behind. Charities strengthen our 
democratic ecosystem and when charities thrive then society thrives. The goal of any charity 
is to make itself redundant. We have a critical role to play in creating the Good Society, a 
society which cares for all its members and takes on the moral responsibility to support our 
most vulnerable people, animals, and the planet.

Often, the will is there – governments want effective responses to social challenges, 
businesses want to be a force for good in society, communities want solutions to the 
challenges affecting their most vulnerable members. But it is not enough for charities to trail 
behind picking up the pieces or filling in the gaps. Charities have the power to change policies, 
practices, and lives, but we need to be part of the solution from the start. We need a strong 
relationship with government, one of mutual respect, trust and collaboration, open to tackling 
the biggest problems together. Any future Government will be much stronger for it. 

February 2024
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Charities’ economic value is 
bigger than you think – but their 
true value runs far, far deeper.
Sarah Elliott 
Chief Executive, NCVO

There has arguably never been a harder time to run a charity. The economic climate has seen 
demand for support rise sharply, and the impact of systemic inequality is resulting in more complex 
and challenging caseloads. While public donations have fallen, inflation is driving up operating 
costs and devaluing income and reserves. This past winter (2023/24), 85% of charities predicted it 
would be as tough, or even tougher, than the previous one, according to NCVO research1, and 27% 
reported they wouldn’t be able to meet the increasing demand for their services.

While this paints a grim picture, the value civil society brings cannot be understated. It also 
creates a compelling argument for putting the voluntary sector at the heart of how the country 
is run in an election year, when politicians need to garner trust and gain community backing. 
Civil society is increasingly caught in the crossfire of the media and political debate but is 
highly trusted. In a climate where there is distrust of each other, of our public institutions, and 
of information, the trust charities hold is extremely valuable. 

The past few years have been undoubtedly difficult on the frontline. However, charities have 
demonstrated how they can quickly adapt to fix problems when public services are tied by 
bureaucracy, and businesses beholden to profit margins rather than people. Often first on 
the scene in an emergency, the sector has shown huge agility, resilience, efficiency, and 
innovation in times of crisis and pressure.

Now, in the spring of 2024, what is the state of the sector following austerity, political 
upheaval, war, pandemic, and economic crisis? 
 

A sector like no other
According to the NCVO UK Civil Society Almanac 2023, there are 163,959 voluntary 
organisations operating in the UK. From institutes with long, historic pasts and generous 
benefactors, to charities founded specifically to address urgent or specific need, gaps in 

1	  �Meeting the challenges of a Cost of Giving Crisis this winter, Insights and reflections, NCVO website, 30 
October 2023
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public services, or in response to personal tragedy, all voluntary organisations play a vital role 
in communities, balancing three key roles:

	 1. �Service delivery: Many charities deliver services in partnership with the state – £16.8billion 
of charity income (roughly 30%) comes from government2. These services are valued for 
their quality, accessibility, value for money, and specialist nature. Crucially, any surplus is 
invested in service development and innovation. In parallel, some voluntary organisations 
deliver services that complement publicly funded services. Historically, these were 
often additional or preventative services. Increasingly, as the line between the state and 
community has shifted over ten years of austerity, with four in five charities now subsidising 
public sector contracts, others are picking up the pieces where the state has failed.

	 2. �Advocacy: Driven by a mix of passion and lived experience, the voice and advocacy 
role of voluntary organisations is a defining characteristic of civil society. Charities play 
an important role in raising the voices of those not often heard. This is a vital pillar of 
democracy; indeed, many charities have larger memberships than political parties. 

	 3. �Community building: Civil society creates relationships that foster trust and reciprocity, 
which are essential for community building and economic growth. Civil society is the place 
where people come together to express and share their interests, values, and identities. 
Powered by volunteers, the voluntary sector provides a vehicle for people to get involved in 
their local community, to learn new skills, improve their wellbeing, and reduce isolation. 

The majority of voluntary organisations are micro (annual income less than £10,000) and small 
(annual income less than £100,000). The pandemic appears to have encouraged the growth of micro 
organisations in 2020/21, but with a decline in the number of small and medium-sized organisations.

The value of smaller organisations is often overlooked but, as identified in research by Lloyds 
Bank Foundation3, they hold a unique position, often being hyper-local, promoting inclusion, 
community belonging, and a safe space for communities. They play a critical stabilising role for 
the people they support.

Force for good, force for growth
If fully harnessed, the social capital created by civil society could be a significant driver of economic 
growth and regeneration. Often deemed amateur or inefficient, it is easy to paint charities as money 
takers, instead of money makers. But this is to misunderstand the nature of the voluntary sector.

Civil society significantly contributes both directly and indirectly to the UK economy. Measured 
in purely financial terms, the voluntary sector in the UK is worth around £18.2 billion4. If its 
social impact is included, the sector’s contribution to the economy is 10 times as much. This 
means it is worth an estimated £200 billion.

2	  UK Civil Society Almanac 2023, NCVO
3	  �The value of small: In-depth research into the distinctive contribution, value and experiences of small 

and medium-sized charities in England and Wales, Lloyds Bank Foundation, June 2018
4	  The role of charities and volunteers in levelling up, News and insights, NCVO website, 5 August 2021
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Charities also make a positive impact on a local economic level, circulating capital through 
local supply chains, generating local wealth in a variety of ways, such as through social 
enterprise, bringing in money from trusts and foundations, and working with local businesses. 
Research by Locality5 found that every £1 of income generated by the Halifax Opportunities 
Trust contract for the Jubilee Children’s Centre creates £2.43 for the local economy. Similarly, 
Bradford Trident creates £2.52 for the local economy for every £1 it receives.

The social capital civil society generates cannot be underestimated. It does this through 
connections, resources, relationships, services, community facilities, while growing the 
capacity, agency, and resilience of people and communities. Social infrastructure also holds 
economic value, with research6 showing that for every £1m invested, there are likely to be 
economic and fiscal returns worth £3.2m, including a £0.7m boost in employment, training, 
and skills opportunities for local residents. 

Underestimate this value and government programmes could fail. As The Law Family Commission 
on Civil Society identified, levelling up won’t succeed without civil society as charities, community 
groups, and volunteers are essential to successful, sustained local regeneration.  

People make places
While the potential economic value is important to demonstrate, what sets civil society apart 
from other sectors is the people. The tenacity, dedication, skill, and ingenuity of the voluntary 
sector workforce and its volunteers. 

According to the Civil Society Almanac, a little under one million people worked in the 
voluntary sector in 2023, which is about 3% of the UK workforce. The sector doesn’t just 
employ people, charities create, and often campaign for, inclusive employment. While there 
are multiple benefits to volunteering, one of the most common motivations for the youngest 
age group (18 to 24-year-olds) to volunteer is to help them progress in their career or gain a 
recognised qualification. A quarter cite this7.

Around 12.4 million adults volunteered during the pandemic. NCVO’s Time Well Spent 
research8 shows that volunteering offers much more than just the chance to give something 
back. Volunteers report positive impacts on their lives such as enjoyment, a sense of 
achievement, and increased social connection. Three-quarters of volunteers say volunteering 
improves their mental health and wellbeing. 

5	  �Powerful Communities, Strong Economies: The final report of the Keep it Local for Economic Resilience 
Action Research Project, Locality, October 2022

6	  Impacts of social infrastructure investment, Frontier Economics, June 2021
7	  Time Well Spent 2023: A national survey on the volunteer experience, NCVO, June 2023
8	  Ibid.
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To thrive, not survive
There is no argument that charities are needed now more than ever. However, the sector 
is under threat. There has been a spike in calls to the NCVO helpdesk asking how to close 
a charity responsibly and, while the pandemic appears to have encouraged the growth of 
micro organisations in 2020/21, there has been a decline in the number of small and medium-
sized organisations9. For every charity that closes, a lifeline in a community is cut, and this is 
particularly worrying when public sector services are being stripped bare. 

To shift from surviving to thriving, the sector must:

	 1. �Collaborate: For too long, grant funding and contracts have seen organisations 
compete with each other. There is a need to work better with each other and across 
sectors. Where small and large charities work together as part of a system, people and 
communities can benefit from the combined strengths of both.

	 2. �Work with flexibility and agility, while keeping a long-term vision in sight: Leaders 
will need to be creative in terms of how they make a difference and how they operate. 
Change is constant, and the ability to adapt to emerging challenges is essential. This 
short-term adaptiveness must, however, be balanced with staying true to a longer term 
‘north star’ vision.

	 3. �Speak up: Charities must continue to campaign to address the root causes of societal 
inequalities. This might not look like a big campaign, it might be writing to your councillor 
or sharing stories. For many charities, campaigning is the best way of achieving their 
mission. Proximity to communities through service delivery also provides valuable insight 
to support policymaking.

	 4. �Utilise infrastructure organisations: These organisations exist for the voluntary sector, 
playing a convening role, offering practical support, insight and voice, and supporting 
collaboration and partnerships.

There will never come a time when charities aren’t needed. Some charities, like foodbanks, 
willfully don’t want to exist. However, it’s easy to forget in times of crisis that charities 
exist not only to help people survive, but to help people thrive. To add joy, build 
places of connection, instill hope. While economic contribution is 
important, it is this motivation, and the intrinsic need for society 
to hope and believe that things can be better, that makes civil 
society so invaluable. 

February 2024

9	  Workforce stats, UK Civil Society Almanac 2023, NCVO
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