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Joseph Rowntree and his philanthropy
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation was created over 100 years ago by
Joseph Rowntree, a wealthy Quaker businessman. His chocolate making
enterprise was guided by providing fair pay and working conditions for
direct employees. It also benefitted from Britain’s global ascendency in
trade and economic relations at that time.
The firm created significant personal wealth for
Rowntree and his family. In leaving his considerable
fortune to philanthropy he urged his trustees not
to fund a soup kitchen in York, as it could readily
raise money but instead to ‘find out the causes of
social evil’. With all the confidence of the turn of
the century, he clearly believed that if only sufficient
effort were applied, social evils could be remedied.
He pioneered a form of early corporate social
responsibility, both running his factory in ways
that even today might be deemed progressive, and
building New Earswick, the model for garden villages
across the world, as a housing estate for his workers.
Green and pleasant housing replacing the slums of
late Victorian York.

Today, JRF and JRHT combines this twin heritage
in our mission of securing lasting social change.
Together, we search out the causes, demonstrate
the solutions, and invest quite considerably in
influencing policy change. Both sides of the
organisation represent both the greatest risk,
and the greatest opportunity, to each other. But
fundamentally if someone is working as a laundry
assistant in one of our care homes, a gardener in our
very beautifully landscaped grounds, or a research
manager running a multi-million programme, they
are part of that purpose – achieving lasting positive
social change.

We search out the causes,
demonstrate the solutions, and
invest quite considerably in
influencing policy change.

This twin legacy continues to this day. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation funds a major programme of
social research, and provides housing, and retirement
communities, as well as a mix of care, in the north
of England. This deep intellectual heritage means
that we continue to study and count the numbers
of people in poverty: publishing annual reports, and
using publicly available data to share in an accessible
way the information about poverty, about housing,
and about changing demography (data.jrf.org.uk).
And we continue to run housing and care operations,
building a 21st century version of New Earswick of
540 homes, to a very high environmental standard,
building and supporting a mixed community.
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This presents us with both challenge
and opportunity:

In each of these areas, and countless others we have
sought to combine the intellectual capability, the
networks and the power of philanthropy, with the
actions, services and developments of the housing
association. Our additional investment has been in
making sure that together these add up to more
than the sum of their parts, and that the potential
for achieving lasting social change is realised.

We pay the Living Wage to all our staff because
• Our research tells us that without a decent
income level no one can have an acceptable
standard of living;
• Our employee data tells us that we have reduced
our sickness and our turnover;

The Rowntree family of philanthropy
Joseph Rowntree gave his name to a group
of Trusts, all of which bear his name, and work
closely together, but only the Housing Trust and
Foundation share Trustees, staff and mission.
See www.josephrowntree.org.uk.

• Our residents value continuity of care and service –
we want both them and our staff to feel valued;
• Doing so enables us to influence employers
and other key stakeholders about our agenda
about poverty.

The Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust is noncharitable, and supports activity on constitutional
change and is a historic supporter of the Liberal
Democrats. The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust
supports a range of good causes, including those
associated with the Society of Friends, with greater
peace and social justice as key objectives.

We are building Derwenthorpe, a community for
the 21st century with 540 homes because:
• We know there is shortage of family housing in our
home city;
• We want to demonstrate informed, contemporary
models of place shaping;
• Housing that is environmentally advanced is also
commercially viable;

JRF and JRHT’s model of change is to search out
the roots of injustice and demonstrate potential
solutions in order to influence social change at scale.

• At a time when housing for poor people looks
more like slums, we want to demonstrate that
we can house poor people well.

In this work we are determinedly independent.
Independent of political parties, obviously, but also
seeking to be independent of sectors and interests.
However we are not neutral. We are firmly on the
side of people and places in poverty.

Together these add up to more
than the sum of their parts, and
that the potential for achieving
lasting social change is realise.
We are working to develop Dementia friendly
communities because:
• The prevalence of dementia is growing and it
can herald significant loneliness and isolation;
• Communities have the tools to respond;
• Without significant social interventions, this social
change will be massively damaging;
• There is a business case for making sure that
people with dementia, and their friends and family,
can continue to be engaged as citizens, visitors
and customers.
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Poverty & inequality
in the UK and Australia
A changing, volatile Britain

It is two decades since Osborne and Gaebler
wrote their seminal work on the role of government
as steering, not driving. But the message that
government does not hold all the answers is
well and truly established.1

The context in which this work is happening matters
and has been central to the work and direction of
JRF over the past century.
Britain’s financial deficit and programme of austerity,
the reality of major demographic change, the shock
and uncertainty linked to climate change, are well
rehearsed, and largely well reported. So too is a loss
of confidence in government and in public service,
a distrust of politicians, and a – frequently digitally
enabled – sense of scepticism and challenge.

The view that government is too big, and the
assumption that it can simply withdraw, allowing
citizens more freedom and scope for enterprise, is
one held across the world, but there is no consensus
about whether or not that should be done, how it
might be accomplished, and what the implications
are. What is more, there is little rigorous analysis
about what this means for the other partners in the
social contract, and the way it should be re-drawn
for modern times.

What matters is how governments, markets and
communities and individuals respond. Modern
Britain is characterised by change, by volatility,
by shocks. The global nature of the market
was amply demonstrated in 2008, and there
has been little since then to suggest that – in
economic terms at least – borders will be able
do much to protect their citizens. The power and
economic efficiency of global markets, frequently
contrasted with the relative powerlessness of
national governments, can contribute to a loss
of confidence both by and in governments.

The view that government is too
big, and the assumption that it
can simply withdraw, allowing
citizens more freedom and
scope for enterprise, is one held
across the world, but there is no
consensus about whether or not
that should be done, how it might
be accomplished, and what the
implications are.
In this work we are determinedly
independent... However we are not
neutral. We are firmly on the side
of people and places in poverty.
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An essential feature of the
impact of growing inequality is
the growing power of the most
wealthy and the tendency to
capture tax, education and health
systems to further entrench the
interests of those in the middle to
the top of the income spectrum.

Poverty and inequality are features of modern and
advanced societies, and the debate revolves around
four distinct arguments:
• Are they real?
• Do they matter?
• And can anything be done about them anyway?
• What are the solutions?
There is a live and serious debate, which is both
theoretical and political, about the existence of
relative poverty, and the validity of using the label
‘poverty’ when contrasting the relatively well-off
lives of everyone in the global north with those
leading lives of absolute and visible poverty in
so many parts of the south.

Australia has enjoyed the largest real increase in
incomes over the last 30 years of any OECD country,
apart from Ireland. Education levels are the highest
in Australia’s history and labour force participation
levels have risen over time.

However in countries like Australia, and the UK,
there is also a reality of poverty which cannot be
dismissed as simply playing with proportions and
measurements.

But Australia ranks above the OECD average in
terms of a number of measures of inequality. In
2008, Australia experienced an estimated 10:1 income
ratio between the top 10 percent and the bottom 10
percent of income earners. This compares to an 8:1
ratio in the mid-1990s. And while inequality has also
risen in countries such as Germany, Denmark and
Sweden, they have a 6:1 income ratio.3

Based on deep quantitative and social research at
JRF, we have adopted a definition of poverty as:
‘when your material resources are insufficient to
meet your needs’
The commonly accepted measurement of poverty
is a household with 60 percent of median income.
But debates about definition and measurement
can be used to mask the larger issue. In a sense all
poverty is relative over space and over time, as is
wealth. Put simply the income and consumption of
higher earners today across the world dwarves the
income and consumption of their predecessors. So
too does the income of poorer people today which
looks frequently greater than that of their equivalent
19th century incarnation. The experience of it as a
low income is nevertheless real.

The ABS estimates that the wealthiest 20 percent
of households, with an average net worth of $2.2M,
account for 60 percent of total household net worth
while the poorest 20 percent of households, with
average net worth of $31K, account for one percent
of total household net worth.4

We also live in an increasingly divided and unequal
society. An essential feature of the impact of
growing inequality is the growing power of the
most wealthy and the tendency to capture tax,
education and health systems to further entrench
the interests of those in the middle to the top of
the income spectrum.2
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Proportion of people in abosolute and relative poverty before and after housing costs, over time
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The most recent ACOSS analysis of poverty found
that in 2010:

in terms of capabilities, and choices, and is also
compared with the costs required to participate,
the emerging picture is a rather different one.

• The poverty line (50% of median income) for a
single adult was $358 per week, for a couple with
2 children it was $752.

Those who wish to deny the existence of poverty
do so because they believe that its impact is either
trivial, or temporary.

• 2,265,000 people (12.8% of all people) were living
below the poverty line, after taking account of
their housing costs.

It is much harder to deny the existence of
inequality. The difference between the top and
the bottom of any income distribution scale is the
most frequently cited measurement of inequality,
and on this measurement there can be no doubt
that the distance has increased. The advent of
globalisation was always predicted to increase
inequality within countries, while perhaps reducing
inequality between countries, and it is clear that
this has happened. In the UK it has resulted in well
reported research convincingly demonstrating that
the wealthiest five individuals in the country have as
much as the bottom two deciles.9

• 575,000 children (17.3% of all children) were living
below the poverty line.
• 37% of people on social security payments lived
below the poverty line including 52% of those on
Newstart Allowance, 45% of those on Parenting
Payment, 42% of those on Disability Support
Pension, 24% of those on Carer Payment, and 14%
of those on Age Pension.
• 62% of people below the poverty line had social
security as their main income and 29% had wages
as their main income.
• The level of poverty was 12.6% in capital cities
compared to 13.1% outside capital cities.

The OECD report for 2014 compared the gini
coefficient of household disposable income and the
gap between the richest and poorest, and ranked
the UK as 7th in the world, behind Chile, Mexico,
Turkey and the USA, with Australia as a close runner
up at 11.10 In a sense, that stark inequality which
can readily be demonstrated is only one aspect of
inequality which should be of concern. Potentially
much more evident is the difference between the
bottom and the middle, and the distance that now
exists between those at the lowest end of the
income distribution and those further up. Again this
is growing in most of the global north. What this
means in practice is that the routes for individual
mobility are far more challenging, the prospects of
change within an individual’s life much more remote,
and the scope for solidarity ever attenuated.

• The proportion of people in poverty rose by
approximately one third of a percent from
2003 to 2010.5
In Australia and in the UK there are households and
individuals experiencing sustained and considerable
hardship, with income considered by most to be
insufficient to enable a ‘minimum standard of
living’.6 In these households and individuals, choices
and opportunities are fundamentally constrained,
and the ability to participate in wider society is
substantially diminished. People experiencing
poverty face highly problematic choices about
housing, food, health care and transport on a daily
basis. In Australia, for example the proportion
of single elderly women experiencing relative
income poverty rose from 28 percent to 36
percent over the period 2001 to 2010.7 Across the
OECD people experiencing poverty are finding it
extraordinarily hard to change their lives. All the
literature indicates they pass on their poverty and
vulnerability to the next generation.8

But does it matter?
It is quite possible to argue that increasing poverty
is simply a by-product of a fast changing economy,
and that the poor will always be a form of collateral
damage as growing economies go through their
periodic times of adjustment. The disparity between
income levels is, so this argument goes, simply
part of the same process where some individuals
do better because of their skills, luck and genetic
inheritance, and that any attempt to intervene in this
is unnatural and damaging to the competitive spirit
that a strong and changing society needs. What is
more, any sense that poverty can be addressed will
require such a restriction of freedom that the price
would simply be too high.

The debate about measurement, definition and extent
is important and should never be dismissed. But it
can be used as a proxy for denying the existence
of poverty in relatively wealthy countries, and it is
of course true that if the only acceptable definition
is people who are literally destitute, in the midst of
famine and with no shelter, there are very few people
deemed to be poor. But if poverty is expressed
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Poverty and inequality, it is argued, are both natural
and inevitable and, while unpleasant for those
experiencing it, do no harm. Indeed, so they argue,
there may be positive benefits because the fear
of poverty provides a vital spur to action, as well
as a threat to those tempted to indolence. The
resurrection of a sharp divide between the deserving
poor, those who it is believed have not contributed
to their plight, and the undeserving poor, those who
fail to take life’s abundant opportunities, is evident
in the UK and finds its most clear expression in the
rhetoric used to describe the scroungers – those
who are idle – from the strivers, those who work
hard. Of course the real experience of poverty is of
people moving into and out of work, but rarely out
of poverty, with a substantial number of people on
long term unemployment benefits.

both to the individuals who lead lives of immense
precariousness, but also to a society which requires
cohesion for its basic functioning. On the grounds of
waste, cost and risk – familiar terms on any balance
sheet appraisal, we need to recognise the damage
that poverty does to society. Poverty is bad for
individuals. But is grossly inefficient too.

A different but related view is to recognise that while
regrettable, it is inevitable, and that the only solution
to growing levels of poverty is likely to be a growing
economy in which wealth can ‘trickle down’.

Poverty and inequality, it is
argued, are both natural and
inevitable and, while unpleasant
for those experiencing it, do no
harm. Indeed, so they argue,
there may be positive benefits
because the fear of poverty
provides a vital spur to action, as
well as a threat to those tempted
to indolence.

Poverty erodes trust and endangers reciprocity and
the public realm. It constrains economic growth,
and impedes progress, and in the long term adds
hugely to the fiscal burden on the state. Tackling
the causes of poverty, and not just the symptoms,
is essential if we are ever to return to viable,
sustainable economic growth.

There is, however, an alternative narrative. Poverty
matters because of the harm it does individuals,
the attenuation of their life prospects, and the
waste of their skills and capabilities. What is more
there is powerful evidence that the impact of
poverty continues through the generations. Poverty
is damaging to individuals because it limits their
ability to grow, develop and contribute. It is hugely
costly to society because on every possible measure
those who are excluded can end up costing the
state, and the public purse more, if only in the costs
of income support, prison and hospital provision.
It is wasteful because it prevents full participation,
and therefore limits access to the skills we need
in our modern economies, and it is dangerous,
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Poverty is damaging to individuals
because it limits their ability to
grow, develop and contribute.

Can the same be said of inequality? Richard
Williamson and Kate Pickett in their important
book developed a thesis that widening gaps
within countries resulted in other social problems,
and that it was possible to track in very diverse
countries the impact of widening inequality on
mental health, crime and a host of other indicators
across the income distribution. In their work they
tracked a basket of indicators against inequality,
and constructed a compelling a case about both the
costs of inequality and its longer term impacts.11
In calculating the costs of
inequality in the UK at just
under £40 billion per annum,
they add to the argument
about economic inefficiency,
while also putting into sharp
relief the other social evils
that spring from this inherent
inefficiency. Their arguments
are, of course, not uncontested.
There are arguments about
the nature of the data applied,
and the extent of variability
contained within the countries
so compared, but a review
commissioned by JRF broadly
accepted the findings of The
Spirit Level, while recognising
that some of the correlations
could be accounted for in
different ways.
Can anything be done
about it?
If poverty is real, and it
does matter, is it inevitable?
And by the same token, is
inequality inevitable, or at
least inevitable in advanced
capitalist economies? Poverty,
it seems to me, is absolutely
not inevitable in countries
with sufficient wealth to
support those in need, and
even if some element of
relative poverty is inevitable,
(given that relativities will
almost certainly persist) then
the experience of poverty
does not need to be so long
standing, so damaging,
nor so harsh.
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Responding to poverty and inequality
JRF research tells us that a menu of interventions will be needed.
Just as there is no one actor that can make the changes to eradicate
poverty, so there is no ‘silver bullet’ which will improve lives.
We view the eradication of poverty as happening
in a number of different arenas. First is the
changing nature of work. While it was once true
that employment could offer a reliable route out
of poverty, this is no longer the case. Half of the
households in poverty in the UK contain someone
who is working.12 Work is too poorly paid, too
unreliable, and too limited to enable someone to
get out of poverty, and raise their families free of
poverty. Welfare support is no longer available only
for the periods of unemployment, but through tax
credits is frequently supporting people who are
working. Other benefits also support people who
are working, with assistance with their rent and
their childcare costs. The labour market in the UK
is significantly different from the labour market a
decade ago – and JRF commissioned research is
clear in projecting that without intervention we
will face a divided labour market with more people
working in poorly paid roles with no security and
no prospect of progression.13

If work can command a ‘living wage’, it can provide
a platform which enables people to get out of
poverty. But other employment practices can
also be ‘poverty proofed’ to ensure that the total
reward system is not in itself hardwiring poverty
into the working contract.14 The very real current
risk is that employment practices which do not
focus on the relief of poverty, simply entrench it
further. Pensions and insurance schemes that reduce
current disposable income, can be as damaging as
schemes that do not allow for long term security
and protection.

Anti-poverty strategies need
to understand the reality of
the labour market as it is today,
not as it was.

To address this, anti-poverty strategies need to
understand the reality of the labour market as it is
today, not as it was. They need to address the routes
into work, the skills and training required and the
demand for skills, as much as its supply.

So too can unreliable contracts, fluctuating part time
work, and apparently beneficial flexibility forcing
workers to juggle multiple roles, and removing their
sense of security, and therefore commitment. The
role of organised labour in negotiating not just for
the financial return from work, but also the way in
which work is structured is also critical.

There is an infrastructure that supports people to
work which includes housing, childcare, elder care,
digital inclusion and transport. All these elements
are crucial in making work pay. Moreover, they are
also drivers of economic growth in their own right,
as well as a vital part of the enabling infrastructure.

9
Discussion Paper

Where people live also has a major impact on
poverty. There is a spatial dimension. In all developed
economies there are differences between the
opportunities and the constraints in different places.
The choice for governments, at local and state level is
the extent to which they intervene in the distribution
of work, and therefore the access to routes out of
poverty. The choice of educational institutions is the
extent to which they shape their skills and education
training around the local, and regional opportunities.
And the shaping of interventions, behaviour
modifications, and encouragement to work will be
determined by the nature of the place, and the shape
of poverty found there.

The fifth requirement is a system of financial
support that is appropriate for the modern volatile
and flexible labour market, fit for the housing
market and capable of dealing with cyclical shocks,
facilitating and maximising independence. Above
all it needs to be a system that allows for strong
relationships, a personalised approach which is
sufficiently granular and personalised to be able to
cope with difference and change. Publicly provided
income support will always be the most critical
plank in this, but private insurance and pension
schemes will also play their part.
The solutions to poverty are neither straightforward
nor easy. They require effort by employers, and
by businesses, by regulators and professionals, by
government at every level. But these problems are
not so great that they are inevitable. A sustained
commitment can make a difference and as the UK
data16 shows there can be real improvements in
the numbers of children living in poverty, and the
poverty of older people – what is required is long
term, considered and broadly based intervention.

The costs borne by poorer households relate partly
to place, and partly to pricing. JRF research15
illustrates clearly that over the last 5 years the costs
of household budgets for poorer families have gone
up by 25 percent. This is because the costs that have
gone up so rapidly represent a larger proportion of
the household budgets of poorer people. The costs
of food, fuel, finance, housing and childcare have all
gone up, leaving poorer households struggling. The
lack of flexibility in poorer peoples’ budgets makes
debt an inconvenient truth in all budgets, frequently
proving to be the most expensive element of a
weekly budget.
And fourthly, any analysis of the drivers of poverty
and the source of solutions needs to recognise the
question of family and of relationships. Family is,
and always has been, the first report for people
facing poverty. Across the developed world the
shape of family life has changed, and greater
mobility, more fluid family structures, means that
people may be further away from sources of
support. What is more, demographic change means
those sources of support are more thinly stretched
than ever, and the demands upon them are greater.
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Lessons from the UK
2008 was a pivot point for the UK, and for its social economy, as much as
for its market economy. The global financial crisis had a particularly big
impact on the UK, a country with high levels of personal, household and
national debt.
The inter connections between the global financial
institutions, and in particular the extent to which
the UK economy was inextricably linked to that
of the USA become rapidly, and frighteningly
clear. The quickly unfolding Eurozone crisis from
2009, set the scene for a period of austerity, and
probable reductions in public expenditure. The
election of the Coalition Government in 2010 was
viewed by commentators as proof that no party had
successfully convinced the electorate that they had a
prescription that was both viable and palatable. The
UK has historically not returned political coalitions.

and Janan Ganesh.17 This ably set out a new doctrine,
calling on the Burkean ideal of a contract between
generations, and a reconnection of the origins of
conservatism as a philosophy, able to empower and
support working people.
The leader of the Conservatives in the run up to the
election promoted some of these ideals, presenting
an environmentally green aspect, and promoting the
need for greater care and understanding for those
excluded from society. Framed as the ‘Big Society’
in the 2010 campaign, the ideas and thinking never
really gained traction, and were rapidly dismissed
as having no validity or genuine meaning. The fact
that upon election expenditure cuts were given such
prominence convinced those who had been minded
to consider this new development in political thinking,
to abandon interest.

However, for the period between the summer of
2008 and the election of 2010 it was clear that
the environment for the voluntary and community
sector, and for public service, in the UK was due
to change considerably. In the UK, as elsewhere, a
number of different terms are used to describe that
group of organisations that are neither of the state,
nor of the market, but established by voluntary
impulse, and operating without profit distribution,
which seek to make a contribution to cultural, social,
and environmental concerns. Loosely defined as
civil society, or more precisely as voluntary and
community organisations, they are also frequently
referred to as third sector bodies, or as charities.

And yet, the notion of the Big Society was perhaps
one of the most interesting intellectual ideas to
come through those fraught years. Put simply,
the notion was that community activism and
engagement are a positive force for good, and that
the role of the state was to enable such activity.
This was by no means a new idea, and was at first
glance an attempt to reframe the fragile, and always
changing UK settlement.

One part of the Conservative Party’s modernisation
programme, unkindly referred to as ‘detoxification’
was the development of Compassionate
Conservatism, and this stance was described in a
2008 pamphlet of the same name by Jesse Norman
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Was the weakness of the concept in the message
or the substance? At one level the substance was
uncontroversial. There has long been a strain in
British public policy that has sought to engage
the assets, and the capabilities of communities,
and harness them to the common good. This has
been exemplified by the leaders of the traditional
voluntary sector, and by all political parties with a
varying level of enthusiasm for volunteering and
community ‘empowerment’. For at least 30 years
the UK government has supported the development
of a strong voluntary sector, and through a variety of
means, including a ‘Compact’ between government
and the voluntary sector, has highlighted the
importance of this sector.

It was however an immensely confused message,
and the fact that it was rapidly dropped (if only
to reappear in the title of a number of major new
institutions, ironically enough) served only to
deepen cynicism and uncertainty.
In a country that rarely debates te size of the state,
the Big Society became a proxy for launching a very
different sort of discussion: Did big society mean
small state? Or did it mean a changing role for
the state?
This became more evident when the determination
of the incoming coalition to reduce spending, and
the scale of the funding reductions proposed,
became clear. Very swiftly major reductions in
the funding available to local authorities were
announced, and these put rapid and unsustainable
pressure on the local voluntary and community
sector. The period became one of challenge
and cuts, rather than an opportunity to rethink
strategically.

So the first challenge to the heralding of a ‘big
society’ was to ask, what was new? Oppositions
will often call for greater devolution of power,
but this seemed to be different: powered by a
strong belief in the agency of individuals and their
communities, located in a strong sense of duty and
shared responsibility, it was possible to analyse the
speeches and writing of the period and conclude
that this was a shift in an interesting, and important,
direction.

Not for the first time the voluntary sector found its
business interests imperilled at just the same time
that the interests of their clients/ users/ members
were also under attack.
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Case studies:
A changing civil society in Britain
These outline case studies are intended to give a flavour of the tensions,
and challenges that arose.
CASE STUDY 1
Social security and welfare

The principles of the new approach are
largely accepted. However the chaos of the
implementation, an over-reliance on digital
technologies, the appointment of an individual as
head of household as the key beneficiary, and above
all a punitive, and seemingly uncontrolled system
of sanctions, have created a toxic brew in which
the poverty of claimants, the frustration of such
advocates as remain in the system, and the hostility
of politicians compete.

The UK system of income support for people
unable or unwilling to work had developed through
a process of accretion and modification since its
foundation in 1945. The system was complicated,
hard to navigate, completely unsuitable for modern
labour market conditions, and loathed both by
those who depended upon it and their advisers
and supporters. The concept of Dynamic Benefits
described in a publication in 2009 from the Centre
for Social Justice described a broken system,
whose complexity and inflexibility trapped people
in lives of poverty, was hard to dispute.18 Indeed,
except for concern about the enormous cost of the
replacement system proposed, there was largely
interest in the approach.

The political discourse about people unfortunate
enough to depend upon the state for financial help
has become entirely degraded and the volunteer
efforts to protect people from destitution – namely
the food banks that are feeding 500,000 people –
are the objects of political battle.

The Government rapidly unveiled its new approach
for Universal Credit which sought both to roll
up all the existing benefits, re-shape some and
introduce a new approach which would be much
more responsive to the real experience of people
moving into and out of work. Crucially the advent
of Universal Credit19 was designed to smooth the
path between unemployment and work, removing
the perceived financial penalty for taking on work,
and simplifying the processes. It was accompanied
by a raft of other measures, designed both to
mould behaviour, (through the application of an
increasingly stringent regime of conditionality)
and to reduce costs. All of this was garlanded with
rhetoric that pitted the working poor against the
idle poor – the strivers against the scroungers,
perhaps consciously mimicking the USA distinction
between the moochers and the wealth creators.

At the same time a particular unravelling of
new approaches to assessing sick and disabled
people on benefits, and the outsourcing of this
function away from government, has been largely
discredited. The potential to introduce a new social
model of disability, designed to encourage and
enable disabled people who can work to do so,
has resulted in a system that is described as blunt,
uncaring, and insufficiently expert to make these
fine decisions.
The goal of getting people marginally attached to
the labour market into work, and the determination
that work was the best route out of poverty,
came at a time when the UK labour market was
as unreliable, and uncertain as most people could
remember. Short working hours, temporary jobs,
and a mass of part time and unreliable jobs made
the unemployment figures look much better than
the economy suggested, but no less difficult for
people trying to navigate the very murky end of the
labour market.
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CASE STUDY 2
Care for older people and people with disabilities

The notion of social care in times of vulnerability,
and the question of where responsibility sits, is at
the heart of any social contract, and the current UK
position illustrates the uneven distribution, and the
lack of shared consensus about the proper roles of:

The provision of social care in the UK has always
been problematic. While there has been a degree
of certainty, and indeed a great deal of confidence
in the provision of health care through the revered,
and only occasionally reviled, National Health
Service (NHS), the provision of personal care
and support for older Britons and people with
disabilities, has largely been delivered through
a patchwork of voluntary and community based
providers, local authorities, and of course,
overwhelmingly, family carers. Over recent years
this has changed – in large part because of the
demographic changes, but also because of changes
to the labour market requiring both the greater
participation of women and the far greater mobility
of families. A small private insurance industry,
sits alongside complicated and uncertain public
funding for the services that do exist, and all polling
indicates that the uncertainty of outcomes is what
exercises people most.20

• The state as funder, provider, regulator, strategic
planner;
• The family as first provider of care;
• The community and neighbourhood;
• The market as provider of services, but also of
finance through insurance.
There have been two major advances in British
social policy. We have largely broken the historic
link between old age and poverty, and we have
made great strides in recognising that the world
of employment needs to be open to people with
physical and other disabilities. Both these advances
are currently imperilled as disabled people face
pressure to enter a challenging job market, and
older people face longer working lives for still
comparatively low wages.
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CASE STUDY 3
Reform of government and its relationship
with the market and civil society

Several fault lines have begun to emerge:
• The divide between the larger charities,
capable of entering into complex and challenging
bidding processes, and the small, local community
based ones.

For almost thirty years there has been a movement
in the UK to develop a mixed economy, bringing the
voluntary and the private sector into contractual
relationship with the state for the delivery of services.

• The divide between those offering advocacy and
voice, as opposed to those offering services.

The drivers for this move have been mixed, drawing
from both practical and pragmatic concerns, and
ideological and service based commitment:

• The tension between those offering added value
services, and those seeking to organise their
services to secure funding (and the heated
disagreements about the nature and cost of those).

• A wish to offer choice to service users, recognising
that monolithic services cannot be readily tailored
to individual circumstances and preferences;

• Continuous challenge and improvement in the
procurement and commissioning process, to
achieve two, seemingly mutually contradictory ends:

• A recognition of skill and ability in both the
private sector and the voluntary sector;

• Price reduction – a drive by those
commissioning service to reduce the price of
contracts, arguing that more can be done with
less, and a long term planning assumption
that the cost of a contract can be reduced
through the use of cheaper labour, volunteers,
and reduced working conditions, and that this
should then be reflected in the price.

• A view that competition will drive quality;
• A desire to reduce expenditure, and a commitment
to contestability and competition as a means of
doing that.
The result of this has, largely, been the replacement
over time of grants and donations with contracts
for services, and the development of more or less
sophisticated procurement, commissioning and
contracting.

• Improved engagement with communities.
At the same time the notion of commissioning
has been expected to embrace the value of
community control and direction, supporting
fledgling social enterprises, and seeing the
added value in these providers through the
power of engagement.

In both economic good times and in times of
austerity this approach has had major impacts on
the size and shape of the voluntary and community
sectors. As larger charities have been able to
mobilise strong bids, frequently in association with
private companies, there are strong voices arguing
that this has corrupted the nature of the sector.21
Charities have started to engage in what used to
be described as ‘public service’.
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• The fact that the additional impetus to this
trend has come during a period of financial
austerity has sharpened the impact. A recent
report from the Centre for Social Justice has
highlighted the woes of the voluntary sector.
The report ‘Something’s Got to Give: the state
of Britain’s voluntary sector’22 sets out the
damage being done to the sector including:

There can be little doubt that this long term
trend has affected the culture and method of
operating of the voluntary sector, and heightened
the differences between organisations. But broad,
civil society has always encompassed a range of
different business models, priorities and styles, and
attempts to deny this are not rooted in historic
reality. The change is perhaps more clearly seen in
two new and emerging tensions:

• Increased wealth concentration in the
large charities – groups with annual
incomes of £100,000 or less account for
only 3.5 per cent of the £38bn income
of the voluntary sector, while those with
incomes of £5M+ (1.2 percent of the total)
snap up 69 percent of the money;

• The relationship between the sector and
government (both national, and local) and recent
attempts to manage the way in which voluntary
organisations behave politically.23
• The tension between some parts of the voluntary
and community sector, with a strong sense that
some organisations have become used to seeing
their primary accountability to government, and
not to their communities.

• 20 percent of the small charities polled
were at risk of closing;
• TUPE and other employment protection
schemes were discouraging smaller
voluntary agencies from bidding for
contracts;

The result is a more nuanced discourse about
the type of state needed in modern times, one
of engagement, recognising that a much more
relational,24 more community focused, more
engaged25 approach is needed now. This both harks
back to the community controlled movements
of the 1970s and yet can also be seen as a new
response to globalisation, automation, and the
changing relationship between the state and the
community. In this interpretation, reclaiming a sense
of local agency and autonomy, with permissions to
operate at a much more local level, can build assets,
and not only replenish the deficits of people and
places in poverty.

• Local authorities were outsourcing
contracts such as care for homeless or
elderly people to private companies rather
than voluntary organisations.
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Structure and agency in social policy
In a recent book I argued that a false polarisation took place in discussions
about poverty and inequality in the UK.26 This same polarisation exists
across a wide range of social problems, and I would argue, is equally false
and destructive. In our highly politicised society, concern about social
problems, however defined, is not the preserve of the left or the right, but
all too readily prescriptions can become divided along these rather crude,
and misleading, lines.
Most fundamentally this divergent, and misleading,
polarisation can be identified in both public
statements and private discussions about poverty.
For some, manifestations of poverty can be seen
as purely individual characteristics, based in family
circumstance and the vagaries of individual choice
and decision making. A combination of bad luck,
and bad judgement is, this view concludes, the
main cause of poverty, and so therefore the remedy
also lies in the efforts and changing behaviours
of people affected. For others, more normally
those with a broadly left of centre perspective,
the issue is one of structure: a labour market, and
an unequal society entrenches poverty and only
through major system change will any resolution
or remedy be found. People who are themselves
poor, or who work closely in communities facing
poverty know that of course both these positions
are true – structural causes may well contribute to
the existence of poverty, but there is no doubt that
individual behaviours also affect its persistence and
prevalence. If this polarisation of interpretation were
only an intellectual pursuit it would be interesting.
As it deeply affects both the power and the capacity
to intervene it is rather more serious than that.

An alternative structural response would see the
weakness of the regional labour market, the poor
education and skills set of the parents, the failings
of the local schools, and probably the resource base
of the community, as vital instruments in informing
the outcomes of the household. This suggests a
remedy that sees the answer only in large scale
organisational and structural change.
In the UK there is a risk that these two prescriptions
are not seen as shared, with overlapping agendas,
but rather claimed through party politics, and
consequently limited progress.28

For as long as people in poverty
are simply seen as the subjects
of social change, not its agents,
there will be little progress
As in discussion about poverty, so too in debate
about teenage pregnancy, the integration of
immigrants or the abuse of elders: the glib retreat
to past political positions prevents progress, and
makes intervention at best only half hearted. In
all these areas, and indeed any others, the real
challenge for social policy, and hence for those
concerned with social change, must be the need to
harness an analysis of structural change alongside
a close understanding of the individual, family and
community drivers, and use all those resources to
achieve self-directed change. For as long as people
in poverty are simply seen as the subjects of social
change, not its agents, there will be little progress.

For example, a response to an individual household
in poverty can focus on enabling the adults in
the household to return to work, provide help
with budgeting and ensure that the children go
to school. This prescription is at the heart of the
Troubled Families Agenda in England and Wales.27
This approach assumes that the efforts of families
and their supporters and advisers, backed by the
sanction of the state, can change behaviour and so
improve outcomes.
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The changing social contract
A social contract is always in existence. Whether implicitly or explicitly
there is a relationship between the state, the citizens, the market and the
community.
This contract governs expectations and
dependencies at a number of different levels:

A 21st century settlement will need to be based on
a number of features that distinguish it from earlier
settlements, explicit or otherwise. It will need to:

• What does the citizen expect for their taxes?

• Be rooted in evidence as the scale of the challenge
is so great. It will therefore need to recognise the
changing nature of evidence – the power of data
analytics, the potential of DNA sequencing, as well
as the body of evidence from academic research,
and from experience.

• What control does the state have over the market?
And what is expected of the market
in return?
• Is the relationship transactional or strategic?
• What expectations can an individual have of the
state in terms of protection? And rescue?

• Recognise the reality of modern family structures,
and the changing demography which has made
these inevitable. A settlement rooted in nostalgia
will have no chance of sustaining itself in difficult
times.

The existence of a social contract is not in doubt.
What changes throughout history, constantly
subject to flux, is the nature of that contract and the
way in which responsibility and agency is assigned.
In the 21st century, facing the huge challenges of
globalisation, demographic change, climate change
and so on, this contract is shifting too. This paper
argues for a more explicit contract, one shaped by
national and local circumstances, but one which
recognises where power sits, where responsibility
and duty is held, and the nature of the exchange
proposed. At its simplest, a new settlement is a
shared understanding between three partners about
mutual expectations, and obligations.

• Command support across the political spectrum
and crucially over time. Tricky wicked problems
require long term responses, and therefore
demand a consensus.
• Reflect the diversity of modern society.
• Consciously recognise that no one partner in the
contract has all of the tools required.
• Work with people affected as agents, not
subjects of social change. Without their active
and directing engagement, solutions will be both
partial and ruinously expensive.

• The state – local, national, federal, regional
• The market – business, the economy, investors
• The family, community and voluntary sector

Not for nothing does the word
collaboration have two meanings
– to share and to betray.
The state

Family &
community

The market
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Achieving social change
In tackling poverty or any other social issue, maintaining the dominant
narrative is a vital tool. Think about how the public narrative about state
support for people in need has moved, quite consciously and deliberately,
from the warmth and reciprocity of ‘social security’ to the distant, and one
way term, ‘welfare benefits’.
A powerful narrative has been developed which has
allowed a major overhaul of our system of support
for people without earned income – whether through
ill health or unemployment unable to work. This
narrative has some powerful and compelling strands.
It describes people in this position as living in an
entirely different world. Motivated entirely differently,
and behaving differently. It contrasts their lifestyle
with that of the hard working population

Street homelessness moved from being part of the
street scene of central London to being something
meriting major government programme, because it
was seen as sufficiently damaging – to the individuals,
but also to the well-being of Londoners, and the
reputation of the city - but also because it was seen
as capable of resolution. There were proven things
that could be done. These things were valuated
and costed and they worked. Domestic violence
moved from being one of the risks of marital life, to
something disgraceful, in large part because refuges
were established and demonstrated that removing
mothers and children from abusive households was
possible, and did result in improved lives. Nutritional
labelling was introduced by the major supermarkets
because it was seen as a solution to the major public
health crisis identified, and there was sufficient,
though hotly contested, evidence that labelling could
drive behaviour and consumption.

Public acceptance is the holy grail of narrative,
because without that there will never be space for
politicians and policy makers to move. But public
acceptance is neither fixed nor ever amenable to the
presentation of evidence alone.
Rationality, and the accumulation of evidence has its
place. But the angry outlier, the unreasonable man
or woman, the public agitator, is essential in shifting
the window through which policy can change. Social
change is not a rational process, and anger and
emotion, the groundswell of opinion that says,‘this
is unacceptable’, is an essential ingredient in change.
Social change is messy and complicated. It will always
involve a range of ingredients, and the notion of a
recipe for change that does not first recognise the
power of anger, the advocates and the protestors fails
to grasp an essential part of the recipe.

And none of these solutions would have any impact
at all if it were not for advocates, the trusteed
intermediaries and the surprising friends. Movements
for social change need to bring together different
interests. Surprising friends can provide external
validation, they can interpret and they can bridge.
But the purists are right to caution. Not for nothing
does the word collaboration have two meanings – to
share and to betray. Successful social change will
have several parents, but like some real life parents
they may all be slightly disappointed in what they
have produced. Compromise, shared objectives, the
construction of a shared narrative will all strengthen
the likelihood of achieving change. They don’t
guarantee universal satisfaction with the outcome of
that change.

The power of hashtag politics, rapidly shaping
mood, shifting debate, communicating reaction,
is occasionally dismissed as mere ‘clicktivism’,
contrasting the painful huge personal commitment
of more traditional forms of protest, with the easy
click of a ‘like’ button. But I think this misreads the
way in which organisation and social movements are
changing. The democratisation of social movements,
the development of ‘a burning platform’, may generate
anxiety and anger, and promote a real recognition of
wrong, but they may not produce change.

The recipe for social change is not one dimensional,
it has multiple ingredients: a burning platform,
a compelling narrative, agitators and protesters,
brought powerfully together through social media,
surprising friends and solutions which, if not tested
and proven, at least on the best available evidence
and research, seem to have a chance of working.

Unless we can see a social problem as both
sufficiently detrimental to demand change, and
sufficiently tractable to warrant it, the probability
is that it will be ignored.
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The potential for strategic philanthropy
In this contested, fast changing and dynamic environment, there has never
been a greater need for strategic philanthropy. Self-evidently philanthropy
can never replace the public dollar. But at a time when that dollar is in
short supply it is even more important for philanthropy to harness its
own power to act with confidence, and with precision.
3. Funders of movements and of organisations

This is a defining moment for philanthropy. As the
boundaries between sectors are re drawn, and
the pressures on the poorest households increase,
philanthropy, applied strategically, can – indeed must
– be game changing.

Philanthropy has frequently focused its attention on
the architecture of civil society, funding organisations,
and projects within those organisations. In a more
fluid, more networked society there is space for that
funding support to also be directed at movements
of people, alliances and shared working. This will
demand of strategic philanthropy a different set
of skills, a different theory of change, and different
approach to outcomes.

1. A
 ggregators and interpreters of experience
and knowledge
Strategic philanthropy holds knowledge and
understanding if it is learning from its philanthropy.
It has the power to aggregate that knowledge,
curate and display the experience, and draw
attention both to solutions, and to problems. And
as aggregators, philanthropy then has the power to
interpret, to speak truth to power, to take evidence
from experience and from research and make sure
that knowledge, and understanding is possible.

Strategic philanthropy without legitimacy is no more
valid than anyone else with money having power.
But strategic philanthropy, which has deep roots
in communities, a powerful connection with the
evidence, and the trust and confidence of those with
whom it works, can offer a new, independent and
important voice.

2. Supporters of challenge

Strategic philanthropy with power, capacity and
intellectual self-confidence, can in this way be a
major contributor to social change. This involves
humility, new ways of working, new partnerships,
and a large dose of courage. But the opportunity
has never been better – and the need for leadership
never greater.

Civil society holds the state, and the market, to
account both through its ability to challenge ideas
and through formal process. Strategic philanthropy
can develop a sharp focus on enabling this
capacity – paying for legal challenge supporting the
construction of a case, bringing intellectual heft to
the nature and direction of challenge.
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