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A meeting, run in partnership with public policy think tank ResPublica, to
explore issues raised in the context of the debate over the “big society” in
the UK – with related discussions on societal change and sustainable
economic development across Europe and beyond.
Key points
“ Forming part of a
network of likeminded big society
initiatives means
that multi-purpose,
community-led
organisations can
support, check and
empower one
another.”

“ A new civic
agenda.”

This report reflects the discussion that came out of ‘The Big Society and Europe’
conference, which sought to develop the Big Society agenda and identify obstacles to
successful implementation. The meeting analysed the political and economic context in
which big society debates were taking place, assessing cases of best practice in the United
Kingdom and across Europe, as well as shedding light on factors holding back postcommunist countries’ service provision development.
Widespread agreement that change is needed in the way the public, local and central
government engages with service provision was matched by concerns over the image,
implementation and agenda behind the Big Society debate. Clear commonalities to emerge
with regard to future developments included:
•

The need to re-build trust in the context of a values-based society

•

The importance of encouraging innovative approaches to the provision of public
services

•

The central role of the individual, and civic responsibility in fostering sustainable and
transparent change

•

“Out with the old model of passive recipients, in with the new - direct community
engagement.”

•

Transparency as key

The Big Society in Britain: A Year On
The journey so far
1. Since the term first came to prominence in the Conservative Party manifesto last year,
there has been a buzz of interest and activity around the idea of a Big Society, adopted
by UK Prime Minister, David Cameron, as the core of his social policy.
2. Presented as a fresh path for social and economic development, following the shock of
the global financial crisis in 2008-09, the Big Society approach seeks to encourage a
pro-active citizenship to become much more involved in the design and delivery of
public services. The onus is on promoting the voluntary sector and encouraging
devolution of power from large, centrist government to local communities.
3. According to Phillip Blond, an influential thinker whose work has been pivotal in
developing the Big Society, it comes in response to the ‘extreme statism’ of previous
governments and aims to re-energise individuals and communities so that they can
work together to mend their ‘broken societies’.
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4. The Big Society agenda has drawn interest from diverse sectors ranging from local
community groups to journalists; think tanks to corporations and businesses. For some,
the ideas have resonated clearly while others remain uncertain as to the precise nature
of the aims and objectives and yet others fear that it may be used as a cover for cuts.
5. According to its advocates, the Big Society speaks to a very real need for change to
address problems of fragmentation and disengagement in contemporary Britain; the
roots of which lie in excessive concentration of assets in particular sectors of society;
erosion of social capital, low civic engagement and an over accumulation of power at
state level.
6. Recent attempts to address these issues, whether from left or right, have either failed
outright or enjoyed only limited success: The well intentioned aim to build a welfare
state has led to excessive bureaucratic interference, stifling individual responsibility and
innovation, while attempts to redress the balance through reliance on market forces
generated a corrosive gap between haves and have-nots. As a result, the civicallyorientated middle sector of society has found itself squeezed by both state and market.
7. The big society vision is ambitious in its approach to re-working relations between
state, local authority, communities and individuals. Careful, strategic planning is
essential to ensure a smooth transition from current practise to the more participative
and innovative approaches envisaged, especially as these changes are being made at
a time of severe government spending cuts.
8.

But, advocates insist that the potential for positive development from the Big Society
agenda is far-reaching and will appeal to many echelons of British society. By reendowing the public with responsibility, more choice and power, local governments, the
public and private sectors, and self generated communities can all contribute to their
own re-generation.

9. Combining economic, social, and civic solutions, in a transparent way, with a focus on
values, is critical to laying solid foundations for a Big Society. To implement the
agenda, each of these sectors must embrace the need for change with genuine
devolution of economic power and bottom-up participation. In effect, this means
according greater control over local budgets and public asset transfers to the
community while fostering links with business to encourage enterprise and innovation.
10. There is an important social component to this agenda which targets the root causes of
the ‘broken society’ through cultivating a “reciprocal society”; that is one where
communities, and individuals within those communities, associate with, and rely on one
other, for the provision of services and allocation of budgets and capital. Fostering
participation and engagement are critical. More volunteering can help to build
relationships and fraternity within a community leading to shared values and increased
trust.
11. And, offering a solution to “the problem of power” (power being pulled into the state),
the Big Society agenda indicates that giving local people/communities increased
involvement in decision-making on issues that affect their communities will lead to
significant improvement in public services as they will all have a clear stake in their own
service provision.
“Think globally, act
locally; think locally
act globally; think
locally, act
European.”

The Big Society and the European Union
Influencing upwards
12. Although the big society agenda places localities and communities at the centre of the
debate, international institutions also have a part to play in promoting and supporting
their initiatives. Big society cannot, and should not, be led from the top down, but it can
be encouraged and facilitated from power structures keen to harness its impact. The
European Union has long espoused the principle of “subsidiarity” – devolving power to
the local level whenever possible. And, in 2010, the EU recognised social innovation as
an important tool in its economic strategy when Commission President Jose Manuel
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Barroso included the concept in the Union’s Innovation Flagship Initiative. The following
year, Commissioner Michel Barnier, responsible for internal markets and services,
launched a Social Business Initiative as part of the Single Market Act.
13. The Euclid Network, which encourages people to “think globally, act locally; think
locally, act globally; think locally, act European” provides an interesting example of third
sector leaders taking the initiative to re-engage Europeans as a whole in the future of
their communities. Euclid projects include an International Social Innovation
Competition which called on creative and innovative thinkers from across Europe to
help solve social problems in one of the continent’s most troubled cities – Naples. The
ideas will be judged by a high-level panel, and the winning proposal will be awarded
€10,000 seed funding for implementation. Projects like this encourage citizens to
become involved in the shaping of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth in
communities, and, eventually, across Europe while growing awareness on the part of
high-level European institutions that community engagement really does make a
contribution to economic well-being could help them to re-engage with Europe’s
citizens, deflecting criticism that they inhabit an isolated “euro-bubble”.
“Redressing the
balance from
excessive reliance
on the state.”

European Perspectives on the Big Society
Principles and case studies
14. For the big society to succeed, a fundamental re-assessment of values is required:
•

On the role of the individual: People must be encouraged to take responsibility for their
own development, and that of those around them, to redress the balance from
excessive reliance on welfare/the state.

•

On the family: Effective family units should be promoted as key to the overall wellbeing
of society both for the contribution they make in economic terms and for their role as an
initial first “safety net” in welfare provision.

•

On civic responsibility, it is essential to foster a sense of trust and mutual support
providing opportunity for people to pool their individual talents voluntarily to ‘act
effectively in unison’.

15. The conference explored new approaches to redefining the relationship between the
state, local government and community from Italy, Hungary, Ukraine and Russia.
16. In Italy, a Big Society agenda is gradually taking shape, although it goes by another
name, the Third Pillar.
17. The Italian experience differs notably from that of the United Kingdom, in as much as
foundations for a Big Society exist within the social fabric but with far less recognition at
political level. Instead, the political class has tended to view the sector with suspicion
as one likely to act contrary to the interests of the established order.
18. At grass roots, however, change is underway. The Italian public no longer feel that they
must turn, automatically, to officials, regional or municipal authorities or central
government for solutions to local issues. Instead, they often look to the ‘Third Pillar’ -associations, foundations, NGOs, social cooperatives, social enterprises and voluntary
organisations.
19. In the Lombardy region of Italy, the regional government has been guiding all its action
on the basis of subsidiarity for the past 15 years. It has revolutionised the framework of
social services, health, training, education, small to medium-size business and utilities,
giving a central, leadership role to individuals, families, associations and voluntary
organisations. It has adopted quasi-market models which acknowledge the provision of
a plurality of accredited public, private and community organisations by promoting an
improvement of the quality of services through regulated competition. In the field of
education, for example, voucher systems have been introduced for students and their
families to spend at the school that best meets their expectations, giving full parity to
government and non-government institutions. The system has been used by over
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50,000 Lombardy families – mainly medium to low income earners. Subsidiarity in
Lombardy has meant reviewing the priority role of government organisations and
administration centres and returning sovereignty to the individual and community units.
20. The Big Society ethos in Sweden rests on the premise that official policy alone cannot
create opportunity and wealth. Self generating, engaged and energetic communities
are much better placed to do so. Having said this, there are a number of social support
systems that the citizenry can rely on in times of need.
21. Sweden has made a concerted effort to achieve the right balance between welfarism
and a Big Society approach providing a model for combining state provision of public
services with strong civic communities. This has taken time to evolve, however, and
required a sustained process of reform of the benefit system combined with cuts in
taxation carried out in the context of Sweden’s fairly recent membership of the
European Union, in 1995. The high level of trust displayed by Swedes towards
government has been a key factor in the process. The administration, in turn, is
particularly open to input from the public. As a result, there is a sense of shared benefit
which provides a form of insurance making it easier to weather failures in the system
when they do occur.
22. The Hungarian perspective points at the disintegration of public administration in
Europe, following the fall of communism, as one of the core challenges to building up a
strong Big Society within and across the region. Communities, and the individuals
within them, need to have trust in the public administration if they are to participate in
running these systems. For the bottom-up participatory approach to work, close
relationships need to be fostered primarily at community level, for example between
social services, NGOs and faith groups.
23. The Ukrainian experience brings a fresh set of questions to the Big Society agenda.
Ukraine is still building the basic foundations of democracy following its 2004 “Orange
Revolution”. A strong democratic system relies on secure bonds of trust between
people and governing institutions, particularly the legislature. In Ukraine, corruption,
political in-fighting and excessive state control, dating back to the communist era, have
dashed peoples’ aspirations. The psychological evolution shown by societies in
developed democracies has only just begun in Ukraine, and proceeded in jumps and
starts. Encouraging this process has parallels with the Big Society model, which draws
on a bottom-up approach to foster inclusivity and a sense of responsibility. Engaging
citizens in the process of redesigning their national philosophy creates a sense of
ownership and pride. Under this Big Society model, people can take ownership of their
society and truly espouse its values. The model can be used to build new, bottom-up
democracies in other countries experiencing periods of convulsive political
transformation.
24. After the demise of the Soviet Union, discussions in Russia centred on whether civil
society could develop independently from the still largely centralised state. Seeking
sources of stability as their society underwent a seismic change, many Russians turned
to the church for a lead in improving spiritual, moral and material conditions. The
church adopted a co-operative approach both with the state and public associations. In
2009, a department aimed specifically at developing relations between church and
society was set up by the Moscow Patriarchate – its task was to seek and implement
responses (albeit rather conservative ones from a Western perspective) to social
problems. The Russian case illustrates how a country with a recent history of
repression can move toward a Big Society model by using multiple institutions: The
church initiatives run in parallel to President Medvedev’s economic modernisation
agenda which places particular importance on developing human resources. And, by
harnessing the different roles of church and state, some progress has been made.
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“ Worker-owned
mutuality.”

Public Sector Reform
Improving the quality of service
25. Core problems affecting the public sector in the United Kingdom include: delivery of
poor quality services, low morale in the workforce and minimal job satisfaction; in
addition to demoralised providers, the sector is seen as unresponsive by the public who
have become ‘passive recipients’ of services. While there may be disagreement on
how to tackle the problems, there is general accord, spanning political divides, that
current models need to be updated.
26. The public do not have as much interest in who is providing services, as in the quality
of the services so the debate focused on how to attain high quality services –
examining the model of ‘direct engagement’ based on hybrid structures whereby
rd
division between the private, public and 3 sector are diminished as far as possible,
encouraging collective efforts for mutually beneficial results.
27. By realigning the roles of the state, private sector, and civil society into a wider sphere
of cooperation, significant improvement could be made in the provision of public
services. For example, providing health services driven by user and or consumer
interest, rather than the current producer interest, should result in citizen-driven
competition. This means that the public bodies themselves will ultimately bring
increased choice, diversity, citizen control and patient involvement to the provision of
health care.
28. Another model presented was that of mutuality. Under the mutuality paradigm, day to
day running of the provider lies with senior managers, but ultimate control and
responsibility over issues such as wages and working hours rests with the
members/owners; in other words, a mutual employee owned social enterprise.
29. Building structures that allow for, and encourage mass engagement in the work of the
public sector is a significant aspect of building an employee-owned cooperative: The
benefits can be far-reaching. Diminished hierarchy and consequential spreading of
responsibility and involvement foster a sense of pride in the services being provided –
and shared accountability and efforts drive the concept of mutuality. In other words, the
mutuality model is complementary to the big society agenda in that it
furthers/encourages civic engagement through a system of taking responsibility and
providing incentives, and, as result, can be expected to have significant positive effects
on morale, the quality of services, and capacity for innovation.
30. The model is not without problems however. Some groups (particularly trade unions)
have expressed strong concerns that it is a front for swingeing cuts to the public sector;
and that there is potential for this agenda to be used as back-door route to privatisation.
In addition, transition to this kind of public sector reform is likely to prove difficult and
lengthy.

“Putting
communities back
in control.”

Localism: Encouraging Big Society
Case Studies
Poplar HARCA, UK
31. The Housing and Regeneration Community Association in Poplar (Poplar HARCA) is a
successful example of how an entire London borough can benefit from local capacity
and community engagement. The participants in this project have transformed the
potential of bricks and mortar assets into something of real long-term value to all the
individuals and groups involved – a genuine community.
32. The project was carried out between 1998 and 2009 when the London Borough of
Tower Hamlets transferred around 8,500 homes to the Poplar community. Since then,
Poplar HARCA have exercised joined-up thinking to link housing to training, jobs,
education, health, sports and the arts. For example, residents receive training in
governance, leadership and communication as a result they are equipped with the skills
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and confidence to manage their estates.
33. By working closely with residents, local organisations, and other service providers,
Poplar HARCA is able to achieve its aims for high quality housing and services; clean,
safe and attractive areas; the regeneration of Poplar; and the empowerment of
communities. By consistently challenging themselves, this community has drawn on big
society principles to promote new initiatives and practices that truly benefit local people.
People First Foundation, Ukraine
34. The People First Foundation seeks to empower Ukrainians by fostering greater
understanding of the principles of democracy; informing the public on what a
democracy actually looks like and how it works; how they can contribute to shaping it,
and their role in participation.
35. The Foundation has set up a project to promote understanding of democracy with three
clear phases. The first begins with nation-wide research, taking a representative
sample of citizens, encouraging frank and open responses to identify regional
differences, common misunderstandings, and the depth and breadth of the concerns
expressed. In the second phase, the results will be collated and presented via various
outlets for stakeholders to vote ensuring that the final stage reflect the national will.
Finally, the People First Foundation, in partnership with a team of experts and lawyers,
will draft a ‘People’s Charter’ -- a set of aspirations to present to government as a basis
for building the infrastructure of civil society and good governance.
36. The People’s Charter project widens the scope of the big society net, in that it not only
promotes direct and long-term engagement with regard to reform, it also illustrates that
the big society model can be applied on a national scale, and not just at community
level. The participants in this project will define the parameters and direction for future
governments, as well as setting a precedent for big society in Ukraine.
Locality, UK
37. Locality is a leading nationwide network of settlements, development trusts, social
action centres and community enterprises. The reach of these organisations is
improved through their membership of the Locality network which enables them to
support peers, share ideas, knowledge and skills on community asset ownership,
collaboration, commissioning support, social enterprise, community voice and
advocacy. In other words, Locality plays a significant role in strengthening current and
aspiring members’ ability to promote community enterprise, self reliance and social
justice within their communities by building on the strengths of the most ambitious and
effective members, thus encouraging big society stakeholders to practice what they
preach.
38. One example from the network is Bradford Trident, a community-led company working
on the transformation of deprived areas. The cornerstone of Bradford Trident’s work is
Neighbourhood Management whereby local residents are involved and consulted on
every aspect of a project to ensure the scheme brings lasting benefit to the community
as a whole. Public, private and voluntary sector organisations contribute to delivering
the programme, in addition the Bradford Trident group generate income to implement
their projects by renting out their property portfolio.
39. The scheme has led to significant improvements in the areas targeted including a
reduction in crimes such as burglaries and car theft; educational standards have risen
dramatically; unemployment has fallen; old community facilities have been enhanced
and new ones have been created. By working in partnership with many organisations the police, the National Health Service, schools, Job Centre – the project has proved
both ambitious and sustainable.
40. Groups like this are driven by a desire to further social justice, belief in collective action
combined with self-reliance through enterprise and common ownership. Forming part of
a network of like-minded big society initiatives means that these multi-purpose,
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community-led organisations can support, check and empower one another.
ERSTE Foundation, Austria
41. The ERSTE Foundation has its origins in the first Austrian savings bank, set up in a
th
parsonage in a poor neighbourhood of Vienna in the 19 century as a pioneering, civil
society initiative, run by volunteers, to empower locals to make provision for their
future.
42. Today this early NGO has two successors – a retail banking group which operates
throughout central and south east Europe and the Erste Foundation which operates as
a “social bank” and contributes to seeing the aims of big society implemented on the
ground through ‘investment’ in civil society and community projects. This innovative
approach embodies the big society ethos, representing the will to change for a fairer,
more open and forward looking society. The guiding principles of the Foundation date
back to its early origins. They are: to invest in lasting structures and relationships; to
reinforce individual and organisational autonomy and to take joint responsibility for the
common good all centred around the firm belief that a prosperous community provides
the basis for social, individual and economic development. ERSTE Foundation projects
are spread across three programmes: social development; culture and Europe. The
Foundation is committed to encouraging initiative and interdisciplinary projects; to
operate across borders to overcome geographical limitations, to teaming up with local
partners and to promote sustainability, creativity, independence and accountability.
43. In the wake of the financial crisis, it provides a particularly strong model for the banking
sector to emulate. By making banks, and bankers, more attentive to their potential role
in contributing to social development, the scope of big society can be diverse and farreaching.

Conclusion
A year into its launch, the big society project raises as many questions as solutions. The
difficulties of implementing an often diffuse agenda at political level are clear but it is also
manifest that there has been a shift of trust away from established institutions and service
deliverers and a desire to explore alternative options. As such, it has parallels with other
revolutions that have taken place in the intervening period, such as the Arab Spring, where
groups and communities have harnessed the power of new technology to make it clear that
they want better run countries / governments/ communities and are willing to seize the
initiative to achieve this. In the UK, we have seen the demise of an overly powerful media
actor – and a political class struggling to keep up with grass roots disillusionment and
dissatisfaction with the established order. Elsewhere, enlightened leaders try to foster
genuine forms of communication with a citizenry tired of “spin”; President Obama speaks of
the need to “nation-build” at home; China struggles with the contradictions of market
orientated communism stressing the need for “harmonious society”. Other post communist
societies continue to disappoint their citizenry’s expectations of a better, fairer life. And,
while the big society agenda may not have all the answers, it raises important questions for
ruling elites to address while presenting far greater opportunity for citizens to engage and
take back responsibility for their own future development and that of their societies.
Deniz Ugur
st
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