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A glance around your neighbourhood will show you civil society everywhere. It’s there on 
your street – in the woman at number 6 bringing the paper to the man at number 9. It’s 
visible in people volunteering as tutors and governors in schools, to drive the elderly and 
sick home from hospital and helping staff while they’re there, and as street pastors 
ensuring folk get home from an enthusiastic night out. It’s in collection tins by shop 
checkouts, the friends of the local park and religious buildings – as well every service run 
by communities: halls, meeting places, cafes, libraries, sports clubs and more. 

But our public discourse tells a different story. For example, looking at the occupations of 
panellists on the BBC’s Question Time debate show between January 2019 and October 
2020 reveals a stark discrepancy in sector representation. Charity CEOs accounted for 
just 1% of participants, compared to the far greater number of business leaders (7% of 
participants) and politicians (59%) who appeared on the popular show to discuss the 
issues of the day.1 While other civil society actors did appear, these were largely figures 
working directly in the political sphere. 

This absence of civil society is also reflected in our politics. When was the last time you 
saw a prime minister or a chancellor give a speech about civil society? Comparing the 
relative presence of civil society and the private sector at the Cabinet table tells its own 
story too. The Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (the department that 
has responsibility for civil society) attends just two cabinet committees to collaborate on 
broader government strategy. Again, civil society’s showing here compares unfavourably 
to the eight meetings attended by the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy.2 

The relative lack of engagement with civil society across these forums suggests that the 
sector may be somewhat overlooked in both official policymaking and broader 
discussion about the state of the country. Civil society seems to have a limited voice in 
public debate and limited opportunity to make its voice heard across Whitehall. 

Over time, the side-lining of civil society, in favour of business and the state, runs the risk 
of weakening the very aspect of society – the community – that the private and public 
sectors aim to serve. This imbalance is liable to damage both the economy and society 
more broadly.3 

In this note we connect civil society’s limited place in the policy debate to a broader 
misperception of the sector as a residual social agent that is secondary to business and 
government. 

  

 
1 ‘List of Question Time episodes’, Wikipedia 
2 Cabinet Office, ‘List of Cabinet Committees’, Gov.uk, 19 November 2020 
3 R Rajan, The Third Pillar: How Markets and the State Leave the Community Behind, William Collins, 2020 

https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/what-is-civil-society/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Question_Time_episodes
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-cabinet-committees-system-and-list-of-cabinet-committees
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We suggest that ensuring civil society gets a fairer say begins with demonstrating the 
distinct and invaluable contributions that it makes to society writ large. In opening up 
this conversation about the social functions of civil society, we focus on: 

1. Civil society’s enabling role with regards to the functions of government and 
business, and 

2. The scale and nature of its own contributions to society. 

By examining what civil society provides that government and business do not, we aim 
to make the case for civil society to sit alongside, rather than exist as an afterthought to, 
the other sectors in the policy debate. 

 

From the public imagination to government policy, the question of 
what drives our society yields two recurring answers: government 
and business. 
As a society, we intuitively understand the public sector’s social function of equitably 
providing public goods and services to all citizens, from healthcare and education to 
social security and transportation. We use the ballot box as a feedback mechanism to 
express our changing expectations of what public goods the sector should deliver, and to 
hold government to its democratic duties. Yet a lack of competition combined with the 
financial and bureaucratic constraints of centralised governance can make the sector 
slow to respond.4 

This is where the private sector comes in. The obvious structural counterpoint to 
government, private businesses compete to generate profit on a more agile, 
decentralised basis. Accordingly, the public less often expects businesses to provide 
public goods for the sake of public good – though this trend is increasingly shifting, as 
consumers and investors ramp up their expectations regarding matters such as 
companies’ environmental, social and governance (ESG) objectives.5 Rather, the 
demands of the market invisibly guide the provision of certain resources in response to 
the spending patterns of consumers and investors. 

In combination, these complementary systems of social provision might appear to cover 
all bases, balancing accountability and efficiency to meet both public need and public 
demand. As we have seen, this apparency translates into a national conversation about 
the strength of our country that is heavily biased towards the public and private sectors. 
It is in this sense that economist Raghuram Rajan dubs them the ‘usual suspects’ in 
conversations about societal prosperity.6 

 

 
4 See, for example, R Watts, ‘Centralised government is hampering our response to Covid-19’, New 
Statesman, 27 April 2020 
5 McKinsey & Company, ‘Why ESG is here to stay’, 26 May 2020  
6 Rajan, The Third Pillar, p. xiii 

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2020/04/coronavirus-response-councils-centralised-government-covid-19
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/why-esg-is-here-to-stay
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From this perspective, there appears to be little left for civil society to 
do besides pick up the pieces that the state and market miss. 
Compared to Rajan’s usual suspects, the public imagination is much foggier when it 
comes to what civil society does. Consider, for instance, that almost three in ten (29%) 
people surveyed by the Charities Aid Foundation (CAF) in 2018 were unaware that a 
service they or someone in their household had used was in fact provided by a charity.7 
Meanwhile, a survey that YouGov ran for Charity Finance back in 2012 found that almost 
one-third of the public had never heard of the term ‘social enterprise’.8 

This is not to say that the public lacks faith in the charity sector. A survey that PBE ran in 
November 2020 found that 84% of people think charities and community groups play an 
important role in British society, with 82% saying these organisations played an 
important role in supporting society during the pandemic.9 

But it does suggest that this support is based on only a partial image of the sector’s 
social contributions. Indeed, most respondents to the same survey said they perceive the 
sector as ‘helping vulnerable people’ (73%) and ‘delivering services that the government 
does not provide’ (50%). While these are undoubtedly important functions that charities 
do serve, they also reflect a view of the sector as a residual factor in society, serving 
primarily to meet the needs of people that the usual suspects leave behind. And they 
exclude the more distinctive contributions that the sector makes. 

In other words, this dominant view defines the so-called ‘third sector’ negatively as, per 
the National Audit office, ‘the range of organisations that are neither public sector nor 
private sector’.10 As academic Michael Edwards puts it: 

 

‘What began as an additional category to the state and the market – a distinct source of 
both value and values – has been relegated to the status of a residual – something that 
exists only because these other institutions have blind spots and weaknesses, greatly 

reducing its potential to act as a force for structural or systemic change’.11 

 

Reclaiming civil society’s potential to effect change requires developing a richer 
understanding of its distinct social contributions. By doing so, we can restore its status 
as, to use Rajan’s imagery, the ‘third pillar’ of a thriving society, alongside markets and 
the state. 

 
7 Charities Aid Foundation, CAF Charity Street III: The value of charity to UK households, September 2018, p. 5 
8 V Mair, ‘A third of the public has never heard of social enterprise’, Civil Society News, 31 January 2012 
9 A Martin, ‘In the Public Eye: Snapshot of public attitudes towards civil society’, The Law Family Commission 
on Civil Society, January 2020, p. 1 
10 ‘What are third sector organisations and their benefits for commissioners?’ National Audit Office 
11 M Edwards, ‘Introduction: Civil Society and the Geometry of Human Relations’, in The Oxford Handbook of 
Civil Society, Oxford University Press, 2011 

https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/publications/2018-publications/charity-street-3
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/a-third-of-the-public-has-never-heard-of-social-enterprise.html
https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/in-the-public-eye-snapshot-of-public-attitudes-towards-civil-society/
https://www.nao.org.uk/successful-commissioning/introduction/what-are-civil-society-organisations-and-their-benefits-for-commissioners/
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195398571.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780195398571-e-1
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In doing so, we should be careful not to overstate the separation between the sectors, 
whose blurry boundaries frequently overlap.12 Where, for instance, should we position 
social enterprises, which are embedded in their communities and use purpose-driven 
business models to satisfy both public need and market demand? When a business 
organises beach cleans in collaboration with local council staff and community groups, 
we see clearly how associational life can cross sectoral boundaries. 

Nor should we overstate the homogeneity or unity of the sector itself. After all, civil 
society organisations just as often claim their own distinctiveness through opposition to 
other civil society organisations.13 The point, rather, is that society might benefit from 
paying more attention to what is distinct about parts of the sector, and what special 
contributions it is able to make to society as a result. 

 

In fact, civil society helps to create the very environment in which 
government and business can thrive. 
Despite looming large as the primary drivers of society, to do their jobs properly, both 
government and business depend upon the connections within and between social 
groups that support strong democracies and markets. 

These connections – and the forms of trust, cooperation, and reciprocity that they give 
rise to – are known as ‘social capital’. The ONS measures the UK’s stock of social capital 
across four domains: personal relationships, social network support, civic engagement, 
and trust and cooperative norms.14 And these forms of social capital are closely 
associated with civil society. 

Academic Francis Fukuyama views a strong civil society as arising as a result of social 
capital.15 More often, however, commentators describe civil society as generating, or 
even as itself a form of, social capital.16 In this view, by encouraging and providing 
occasion for social interaction within and between social groups, civil society promotes 
markers of social capital such as unity, trust, and cooperation. It follows that, more than 
just meeting the demand that government and businesses leave unmet, civil society has 
a vital role to play in allowing the other sectors to function effectively in the first place. 

For governance, the moments of associational life at the core of civil society help to 
nurture the norms of trust, compromise, and participation that are fundamental to 

 
12 T Chapman, Third Sector Trends in North East England 2020: a digest of findings, Community Foundation, 
May 2020, p. 21n17 
13 R Macmillan, ‘Distinction’ in the third sector, Third Sector Research Centre, October 2012 
14 R Large, ‘Social capital in the UK: 2020’, Office for National Statistics, 20 February 2020 
15 F Fukuyama, Social Capital and Civil Society, International Monetary Fund, 1 October 1999 
16 See for example R Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon & 
Schuster, 2000, M Hooghe & D Stolle (eds.), Generating Social Capital: Civil Society and Institutions in 
Comparative Perspective, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, and P Dalziel, C Saunders & J Saunders, ‘Civil Society 
and Social Capital’, in Wellbeing Economics: The Capabilities Approach to Prosperity, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2018 

https://wirralview.com/news/local-business-goes-renewable
https://wirralview.com/news/local-business-goes-renewable
https://www.communityfoundation.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/THIRD-SECTOR-TRENDS-IN-NORTH-EAST-ENGLAND-2020-1-1.pdf
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/college-social-sciences/social-policy/tsrc/working-papers/working-paper-89.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/socialcapitalintheuk/2020
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/seminar/1999/reforms/fukuyama.htm
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-93194-4_4
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-93194-4_4
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democracy (Box 1).17 For instance, Bristol Mayor Marvin Rees describes the importance 
of understanding ‘city governance’ less in terms of formal political structures, and more 
as an inclusive, collaborative, and intersectoral enterprise: 

 

‘City governance recognises that the city is led and shaped by a web of formal and 
informal decisions and non-decisions of many place-shaping actors, including unions, 

business and civil society. It treats power as a collective act rather than zero sum’. 

 

By drawing on civil society’s rich ‘networks of relationships’, Rees argues, this model of 
governance offers ‘the opportunity to truly realise the potential of places’.18 

Meanwhile, for business, civil society supports the tacit forms of trust and cooperation 
(again, social capital) that increase the efficiency of market transactions and allow 
businesses to run smoothly, both internally and as part of their broader communities 
(Box 2).19 As Northumbrian Water CEO Heidi Mottram describes: 

 

‘We are fundamentally a local business, and as such we are a vital part of people’s lives 
and livelihoods. […] It’s therefore simply not logical or possible to put a ringfence around 
our business that separates it off from the rest of the community […] [O]ur business has 
to be open to collaboration and partnerships if we are to achieve our purpose and live 

out the values that our employees and customers would expect us to hold’.  

 

For Northumbrian Water, these acts of community collaboration provide local insight into 
service delivery, support the mutual exchange of expertise, and foster collaborative 
innovation in the face of local problems.20 Such moments of exchange exemplify how 
civil society contributes indirectly to social good by helping to create the social context in 
which the other sectors can thrive. 

 

  

 
17 Fukuyama, Social Capital and Civil Society, P Paxton, ‘Social Capital and Democracy: An Interdependent 
Relationship’, American Sociological Review 67, 2002, pp. 257-259, and C Lee, ‘Which Voluntary 
Organizations Function as Schools of Democracy? Civic Engagement in Voluntary Organizations and Political 
Participation’, VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 2020 
18 M Rees, ‘The power and potential of places’, in Civil Society, Unleashed, The Law Family Commission on Civil 
Society, December 2020, pp. 34-35 
19 Fukuyama, Social Capital and Civil Society, L Prusak & D Cohen, ‘How to Invest in Social Capital’, Harvard 
Business Review, June 2001, and J Muringani, R Fitjar & A Rodríguez-Pose, ‘Social capital and economic 
growth in the regions of Europe’, Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 2021 
20 H Mottram, ‘Civil society and business: a two-way street’, in Civil Society, Unleashed, The Law Family 
Commission on Civil Society, December 2020, pp. 42-45 

http://faculty.washington.edu/matsueda/courses/529/Readings/Paxton%202002.pdf
http://faculty.washington.edu/matsueda/courses/529/Readings/Paxton%202002.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-020-00259-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-020-00259-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-020-00259-w
https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/essay-collection-civil-society-unleashed/
https://hbr.org/2001/06/how-to-invest-in-social-capital
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0308518X211000059?mc_cid=ca064e1007&mc_eid=cd58ad0bb7
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0308518X211000059?mc_cid=ca064e1007&mc_eid=cd58ad0bb7
https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/essay-collection-civil-society-unleashed/
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  Box 1. Social capital and democracy 
 
A cross-national study of the relationship between social capital and democracy 
finds a reciprocal relationship between the two. The study measures social capital 
across 48 countries in terms of levels of trust and number of voluntary association 
memberships. It then compares these against an established measure of liberal 
democracy, scored on a scale from 0 to 100, while controlling for factors such as 
economic development and other social forces (such as religion and ethnic 
homogeneity). With regards to civil society, it shows that associations that bring 
together a larger community tend to have a positive effect on democracy, while those 
that are more isolated and focused on bonding within a community tend to have a 
negative effect. 

A more recent study of the connection between engagement in voluntary 
organisations and political participation focuses only on US respondents. It likewise 
finds that civic engagement can be associated with political participation, and that 
certain voluntary organisations – particularly those pursuing social missions – are 
more likely to facilitate such participation. 

Box 2. Social capital and the economy 
 
A 2021 study of social capital across 21 EU countries highlights the societal impact of 
‘bridging’ social capital, or connections between heterogeneous social groups. This 
form of social capital is linked directly to participation in civil society organisations. 
And it is thought to improve social and economic outcomes through the sharing of 
knowledge and subsequent facilitation of creativity, innovation, and 
entrepreneurship. Drawing on data from 190 regions between 2002 to 2016, the 
study shows that bridging social capital is highly correlated with regional economic 
growth, especially in low-skilled regions. The results suggest that a one standard 
deviation increase in bridging social capital is associated with an increase of 
approximately 3.4% in the level of GDP per capita. 

http://faculty.washington.edu/matsueda/courses/529/Readings/Paxton%202002.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11266-020-00259-w
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0308518X211000059?mc_cid=ca064e1007&mc_eid=cd58ad0bb7&
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And civil society also makes a range of other, more direct 
contributions to our society. 
Beyond civil society’s association with social capital, certain features of its structure and 
form leave it particularly well-positioned to deliver on some more direct social goods.21 It 
should be noted up front that one of the most distinguishing characteristics of the sector 
is in fact its internal heterogeneity. As such, we do not mean to claim that all civil society 
organisations embody these features equally, if at all. Rather, we think that the features 
we describe recur across the sector’s various structures and operating models to 
differing extents, manifesting themselves in differently productive ways. 

We can observe at least three features of civil society that help to distinguish it from the 
other sectors: its characteristic voluntarism; its independence from state and market 
forces; and its combination of structural decentralisation with freedom from profit 
motive. Examining each of these features in turn reveals some of the distinct social 
contributions of civil society organisations that make them a vital force for good in our 
society. 

 

Voluntarism and community engagement 
An obvious distinguishing feature of civil society is the voluntary component to many of 
its activities. 

As a result of this characteristic voluntarism, civil society is a space in which people are 
likely to express and explore their own interests and ideals, as well as come together 
around shared ones.22 This is the other side of civil society’s generation of social capital – 
how the norms of trust and cooperation it helps to cultivate serve not only democracy 
and the economy, but also civic life in and of itself. This characteristic also means that 
civil society organisations are fundamentally of the communities in which they exist, 
garnering deeper reach and greater trust within them. 

A good example of the positive implications of this feature for society is the impact of 
voluntarism on the Covid vaccine rollout. Some communities – including ethnic minority 
groups – have been hesitant to take up the jab on government advice alone.23 Civil 
society organisations embedded in such communities have played a vital role in 
increasing trust and boosting vaccine uptake around the world.24 

For instance, in January, the UK government introduced its Community Champions 
scheme, providing 60 councils across England with more than £23 million to support 
local organisations in countering misinformation and identifying and tackling local 

 
21 J Kendall & M Knapp, ‘Measuring the Performance of Voluntary Organizations’, Public Management: an 
international journal of research and theory 2, 2000, p. 107 and L Salamon, L Hems & K Chinnock, ‘The 
Nonprofit Sector: For What and for Whom?’, Working Papers of The Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit 
Sector Project, 2000, pp. 4-7 
22 Salamon, Hems & Chinnock, ‘The Nonprofit Sector’, p. 7 
23 R Schraer, ‘Covid: Black leaders fear racist past feeds mistrust in vaccine’, BBC News, 6 May 2021 
24 C Morris & V Bhargava, ‘Civil society organizations can be a powerful tool in getting people vaccinated’, 
Asian Development Blog, 3 March 2021 

https://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/post/measuring-the-performance-of-voluntary-organizations/Kendall_Knapp_2000_-libre.pdf
https://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/page/documents-for-researchers/CNP_WP37_2000.pdf
https://thirdsectorimpact.eu/site/assets/uploads/page/documents-for-researchers/CNP_WP37_2000.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-56813982
https://blogs.adb.org/blog/civil-society-organizations-can-be-powerful-tool-getting-people-vaccinated
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need.25 Likewise, in February, sixteen frontline charities formed a new partnership to 
promote vaccine uptake amongst their service users.26 And between the start of March 
and mid-April, the gap in vaccine uptake between white and non-white residents in 
England fell from 30 to 26 percentage points for Black residents over 60. It also fell from 
12 to 10 percentage points for South Asian people in the same age bracket. Meanwhile, 
between February and April, the overall vaccine uptake among all ethnic minority 
residents in England tripled, with the number of non-white people vaccinated in the UK 
rising from 2.4 million to 7.6 million.27 

Doctors and campaigners alike have attributed this balancing out in part to collaboration 
between the NHS, the Government, and community groups. For social campaigner 
Patrick Vernon, ‘the uptake has increased because at a local community level lots of 
grass roots organisations — in some cases supported by the champions scheme — 
worked in partnership with local authorities’.28 

 

Independence and advocacy 
Another good example, perhaps even a requisite feature, of civil society’s distinct 
structure is the self-governing, autonomous nature of its organisations. In principle, civil 
society organisations form and operate independently of both state and markets. As the 
Baring Foundation puts it, ‘independence is, and always has been, a critical issue for the 
voluntary sector. It lies at the heart of what makes it distinctive, effective and 
necessary’.29 

In this sense, rather than defining civil society negatively, as the organisations that are 
not in the public or private sectors, we can define it positively, as possessing its own 
structure and purpose. 

For instance, in combination with the focus on voluntarism (which brings like-minded 
people together around shared causes), this characteristic allows civil society 
organisations to serve a vital advocacy function in society: ‘because they are not 
beholden to the market, and are not part of the governmental apparatus, nonprofit 
organizations can be expected […] to push for changes in government policy or in 
societal conditions’.30 

This ability of civil society is neither guaranteed nor evenly distributed across the sector. 
Many civil society organisations face serious obstacles in pursuit of their campaigning 

 
25 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government et al., ‘Community Champions to give COVID-19 
vaccine advice and boost take up’, 25 January 2021 
26 Department of Health and Social Care, ‘UK charities join together to boost vaccine drive’, 27 February 2021 
27 J Cameron-Chileshe, A Gross & J Burn-Murdoch, ‘Vaccine uptake rises among England’s ethnic minorities’, 
Financial Times, 23 April 2021 
28 Cameron-Chileshe, Gross & Burn-Murdoch, ‘Vaccine uptake rises among England’s ethnic minorities’ 
29 The Baring Foundation, Protecting Independence: The Voluntary Sector in 2012, January 2012, p. 3 
30 Salamon, Hems & Chinnock, ‘The Nonprofit Sector’, p. 6 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/community-champions-to-give-covid-19-vaccine-advice-and-boost-take-up
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/community-champions-to-give-covid-19-vaccine-advice-and-boost-take-up
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-charities-join-together-to-boost-vaccine-drive
https://www.ft.com/content/e3a60193-0cb6-447a-a4dc-fec204b40446
https://baringfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/ProtectingIVS2012.pdf


  
 

9 

and advocacy goals.31 Nonetheless, examples abound of civil society organisations 
successfully using their independence for social good. 

A case in point, the Living Wage Foundation campaigns for workers to be paid a wage 
based on the cost of living, rather than the government’s legal minimum. Each 
November, the charity coordinates the announcement of real Living Wage rates 
according to best available evidence on living standards in the UK. It also conducts 
research, raises awareness, and supports employers and service providers in meeting 
these wage standards. 

In doing so, it works outside of both the market’s profit maximisation logic and the 
government’s own legal standards in highlighting the need for and value of a proper 
living wage. As of 2020, almost 7,000 UK employers were voluntarily meeting this 
standard, and over 250,000 employees had received a pay rise as a result of its 
introduction.32 

 

Decentralisation, non-profit motive, and innovation 
The other side of civil society’s independence from the private and public sectors, is the 
way that this freedom enables it to combine the best structural elements of both 
government and business. As Andy Haldane puts it: 

 

‘The social sector has a structure that is a hybrid of the public and private sectors, 
combining elements of both market and state. Like the state, it provides public goods, 

largely unguided by market forces and prices. Like the market, it does so on a 
decentralised, and sometimes competitive, basis’.33 

 

When combined with the social sector’s raison-d'être of tackling social ills, this hybrid 
structure makes civil society organisations particularly apt at innovating in the public 
interest. An appetite for such innovation is both built into the sector and facilitated by its 
form, which is guided by social need and inhibited by neither centralised bureaucracy nor 
the need to generate a profit. As a result, ‘the social sector is the fastest sector to spot 
unmet need in society and do something about it’.34 

Consider, for instance, the role that the social sector has played in increasing access to 
educational technology (edtech). Such access has been vital to the continued education 
of children and young people during Covid.35 Yet the pandemic has also highlighted a 

 
31 Sheila McKechnie Foundation, The Chilling Reality: How the Lobbying Act is affecting charity & voluntary 
sector campaigning in the UK, 2020 
32 Living Wage Foundation, Employee Jobs Paid Below the Living Wage: 2020, November 2020, p. 5 
33 A Haldane, ‘Social capital: the economy's rocket fuel’, in Civil Society, Unleashed, The Law Family 
Commission on Civil Society, December 2020, p. 3 
34 A Kail, S Denselow, & G Wyld, Building More Impactful Corporate-Charity Partnerships, NPC, March 2018, p. 
9 
35 J Cooke, ‘Edtech for good: how the education sector is using tech to navigate the impacts of COVID-19’, 
Digital Agenda, 4 May 2020 

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/SMK_The_Chilling_Reality_Lobbying_Act_Research.pdf
https://smk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/SMK_The_Chilling_Reality_Lobbying_Act_Research.pdf
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/employee-jobs-paid-below-living-wage-2020
https://civilsocietycommission.org/publication/essay-collection-civil-society-unleashed/
https://www.thinknpc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/NPC-Building-Impactful-Corporate-Partnerships-Web.pdf
https://digitalagenda.io/insight/edtech-for-good-education-sector-tech-covid-19/
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digital divide in our society, meaning that some people benefit from edtech far more than 
others.36 Shannon Farley, co-founder and executive director of the US-based tech non-
profit organisation, Fast Forward, has described the vital role that civil society has to 
play in addressing this divide: 

 

‘The digital divide is no longer just about connectivity. While many edtech startups 
operate on a freemium model, at the end of the day their products are not designed with 
the specific needs of low-income, under-connected kids in mind. That’s where nonprofits 
come in. […] There’s a sector of education startups focused on bridging the resource gap 
by developing high-quality education tools that students can access for free. And that’s 

made possible through a nonprofit business model’.37 

 

In the UK, London-based charity Slipstream Education (formerly Project Access UK) has 
developed a suite of edtech services targeted exclusively at underserved communities. 
Their ‘Into University’ programme provides 1 to 1 digital mentoring, e-learning tools, and 
expert advice to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds get into top universities. 
Participants in the programme report a boost in confidence when choosing where to 
apply to university and, in 2018, were 11% more likely to get into the University of 
Cambridge compared to a control group. 

This distinctive feature of civil society brings us back to the notion, which this report has 
sought to challenge, of civil society as filling in the gaps where the state and market fail. 
After all, the profit-focused demands of the market mean that businesses are likely to fail 
to provide high quality goods and services to all members of society equally and 
regardless of their ability to pay for them. Likewise, the majoritarian demands of the 
electorate mean that the government is likely to fail to deliver all desired goods and 
services within a heterogeneous population with diverse needs.38 By contrast, free from 
market and democratic pressures, civil society organisations are able to supply public 
goods that the state and the market do not. 

And yet, examples like the ones we’ve explored in this note also reveal the limits of 
viewing civil society as simply filling in the gaps. More than delivering services that 
business and government do not, civil society organisations carry out vital social 
functions that the other sectors can not. Whether it’s reaching and engaging isolated 
communities, speaking with freedom and expertise on social issues, or delivering 
specialised services without incentive, civil society is so often able to deliver where 
nobody else can. Far from being the work of a residual sector, this ability should be 
recognised as the strength and responsibility of society’s third pillar. 

 

  

 
36 T Symons et al., ‘Making EdTech work for everyone’, Nesta, 19 February 2021 
37 S Farley, ‘Why edtech startups need to build for overlooked communities’, TechCrunch, 8 December 2016 
38 H Anheier, ‘What is the Third Sector?’ London School of Economics 

https://www.slipstreameducation.org/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/making-edtech-work-everyone/
https://techcrunch.com/2016/12/08/why-edtech-startups-need-to-build-for-overlooked-communities/
http://fathom.lse.ac.uk/features/122549/
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Maximising these direct and indirect social contributions requires 
supporting and nourishing our civil society. 
Clearly, civil society has a much bigger role to play in the future of our country than the 
current policy landscape reflects. The sector is vital to the effective functioning of 
government and markets, and it makes a range of more direct contributions to a thriving 
society. Capitalising on this potential means no longer conceptualising civil society in the 
negative (what it isn’t), or as a residual (how it fills in the gaps in what already is), and 
instead fully embracing all that civil society is and does. 

Conversely, it is important to note that the features that make civil society special also 
inevitably come with their challenges. For instance, we’ve seen how the sector’s 
voluntarism, agility, and non-profit motive allow it to meet heterogeneous community 
needs in a specialised way. Yet taken to its extreme, this ability could lend itself to a 
particularism that itself breeds exclusion and inequality. Similarly, while the sector’s 
structural independence allows it to serve a vital advocacy role, the absence of market 
and state structures and feedback mechanisms may lead to capacity-reducing resource 
shortages and a lack of accountability.39 

As such, despite serving some vital social functions, the sector also faces some serious 
obstacles. Most fundamentally, it is struggling to meet all of the demand placed upon it. 
Throughout the pandemic, organisations have been forced to scale down their 
operations in response to financial challenges, with 42% of charities reducing spending 
on service delivery and 58% furloughing staff between April 2020 and March 2021. Over 
the same period, the sector has faced increasing demand, with a quarter of charities 
saying they have seen demand rise by 25% or more.40 Struggles like these also have 
further negative consequences for the sector’s public perception. For instance, the 
majority of the public considers charities to be understaffed with only half saying that 
they would describe them as ‘efficient’.41 

Acknowledging and addressing these problems is a vital part of rejuvenating 
perceptions of the sector and shoring up its legitimacy. But doing so also means 
reversing policy neglect and making more room for the sector in public debate. Having 
begun to make the case for recentring civil society in such discussions, we will be 
following up this note with programmes of work exploring the relationships between civil 
society and both government and business. This work will focus on the touchpoints, 
perceptions, barriers, and best practices that characterise intersectoral interactions, with 
a view to strengthening these relationships and therefore improving social outcomes. In 
the process, we hope to further develop our understanding of the third pillar and its role 
in supporting the country in the years to come. 

 

 
39 Salamon, Hems & Chinnock, ‘The Nonprofit Sector’, pp. 7-9 
40 PBE Charity Tracker, Pro Bono Economics in partnership with Charity Finance Group and the Chartered 
Institute of Fundraising, May 2021 
41 A Martin, ‘In the Public Eye’, p. 1 

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/quarterly-covid-charity-tracker-survey-results-april-2021
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