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Summary
The relationship between charities and policymakers matters immensely. Charities are
major public service providers. They provide evidence and insight that policymakers
would otherwise struggle to find. They act on behalf of overlooked groups and they
create connections within communities which underpin the trusting relationships that
individuals and government both rely on. Deep and collaborative partnerships between
the two help charities to perform all these roles more effectively and sustainably and
enable government to improve the effectiveness of policy and delivery.
There is clearly a strong bedrock of mutual respect and engagement between
policymakers and charities. However, this research suggests that there is considerable
appetite to build on this, with a strong case to expand opportunities for formal links
between civil servants and the charity sector and to increase the capacity for greater
joint working at a local level.
This research examines the views of MPs, councillors and civil servants working across
the UK. It uncovers the many strengths in their relationships with charities, the areas
where these can be further developed and points towards changes that could improve
understanding and collaboration between them.
Whether as part of their official roles or in their personal lives, policymakers at all levels
and across parties have a very high level of varied contacts with charities. Almost all
MPs and councillors have communicated with charities and community groups,
particularly local groups. A higher proportion of politicians have volunteered or been a
trustee of a charity than in the population as a whole, and just over half of civil servants
have had some active engagement with charities, although less than politicians.
There is a clear desire for policymakers in all parties and at all positions to create even
deeper links between themselves and charities, both personally for individuals but for
their departments, council groups and parties too. This creates an opportunity to be
seized.
To grasp this opportunity, it is important to understand what policymakers value most
about the charity sector. There is widespread agreement that charities play an important
part in UK society and in the lives of local communities, and that they will be key to the
UK’s recovery from Covid and to levelling up the country. Policymakers believe that the
most important roles played by charities are raising awareness and bringing
communities together to work on issues that affect them. They also recognise charities
are vital in improving people’s health and well-being. However, charities are not
currently seen by policymakers to be major actors in supporting a strong economy and a
skilled and engaged workforce.
Many charities and community groups devote substantial time and resources to
advocacy and campaigning activity, from trying to influence action internationally to
address global issues like climate, to organising hyper-local petitions to improve aspects
of local areas. Policymakers are more divided in their opinions of this. Conservative MPs
believe that charities should not campaign to change policy if they receive public money.
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However, this is not the view of Labour MPs, most councillors across parties and civil
servants do not share this view.
The level of trust placed in charities varies according to the role played by the charity and
policymakers’ own political views. Most policymakers of all backgrounds trust charities to
bring people together to address social issues in their communities. The vast majority of
Labour MPs and councillors trust charities to tell the truth about the scale of a problem,
to accurately represent the views of the communities they serve and to provide services
reliably and on budget. However, far fewer Conservative MPs and councillors trust
charities on these fronts. Labour MPs and councillors are also confident in the quality of
the evidence provided by charities, but the majority of Conservative MPs and councillors,
and around four in ten civil servants, believe it can be partial or flaky.
Most policymakers believe charities are effective, but there are some divisions in their
views of different aspects of charities’ performance. Large majorities of Labour MPs and
councillors believe charities are efficient but understaffed. By contrast, Conservative MPs
and councillors are more likely to think that they are wasteful, rather than understaffed.
Civil servants agree that charities are understaffed but also believe that they can be
amateurish or unprofessional.
Although most MPs are in contact with charities and find it easy to connect with them,
they are not always satisfied with the nature of this contact. In particular, they want
more personalised approaches, building on their individual interests. They tend to be
irritated rather than influenced by more ‘broad brush’ approaches to campaigning and
communication. By contrast, councillors would like to understand the sector better and
would welcome more detailed and frequent communication. Civil servants rely on written
communication to a greater extent than other policymakers but are also keen to develop
long-term, trust-based relationships with charities they perceive as being professional
and knowledgeable. Both MPs and civil servants are frustrated by a lack of
understanding among some charities about how government and policymaking work.
This reduces charities’ impact and damages their relationships and influence with
policymakers.
This research has highlighted three key challenges which hold back effective
collaboration between policymakers and charities:
•

A knowledge gap. Charities and community groups don’t understand enough
about the structures, processes and culture that shape national and local
policymaking. Policymakers don’t understand enough about the charity sector
and what it does.

•

Scepticism about the quality of evidence, campaigning and services delivered
by some charities and community groups. Some of the concerns raised by
policymakers about charities’ role and functioning are also recognised by many
within the sector as areas which could be improved. To make progress, there is a
need for action both from charities themselves and from the funders and
policymakers who create the environment within which they work.

2

•

Some genuine disagreements about the role charities should play, especially if
they receive any public money. These tensions are real but should not be allowed
to obscure the high levels of engagement and respect that nonetheless exist
between many charities and policymakers.

A stronger partnership between policymakers and charities is both possible and readily
achievable. Increasing opportunities for civil servants to volunteer and experience life
within the charity sector would benefit individual personal development, support
charities in their understanding of government, and increase the civil service’s awareness
of the real issues charities beneficiaries are experiencing – improving policymaking on
multiple fronts. There are brilliant examples of where local authorities and charities are
already working hand in hand to great effect. Expanding the capacity for this
collaboration would help unleash real results within communities. And funders,
government and charities themselves can help to improve charities’ effectiveness and
build trust, particularly in relation to evidence, campaigning and service delivery.
Taking these steps to build on the good links already in place and to harness the appetite
to do more benefits everyone. A deeper partnership between policymakers and charities
is a vital route to both better policymaking and delivery across this suite of issues both
sides are passionate about, ultimately improving lives. It truly is in our shared interest to
act.
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Introduction
Charities are a crucial part of our national life, undertaking multiple roles in our
communities and in relation to policymakers. They are major public service providers,
acting alongside government to achieve shared goals. They provide evidence and insight
from communities government can’t reach alone in order to help develop policy. Charities
also play an important part in holding government to account, challenging and
campaigning on behalf of the groups or issues they care about, and raising voices which
might otherwise not be heard. Within local communities, charities and voluntary groups
bring people together, develop trust and social capital and mobilise people to act
together to address problems or make positive changes to their lives and places.
Charities’ role and relationship with government has gone through many incarnations. In
the 19th century, voluntary organisations were the main providers of services before the
Beveridge era creation of a government-led welfare state. As the state expanded,
charities continued to be significant service providers in many sectors, as well as a
means by which communities came together and acted collectively. More recently,
successive governments have rethought both the concept of civil society and its role,
from the New Labour approach of ‘partnerships’ with ‘the third sector’, to the Cameron
government’s Big Society and the Compact which spanned both administrations.
Over the last few years, the relationship between civil society and policymakers has
become more diffuse and varied. Strong relationships remain at both national and local
level. During the Covid pandemic the importance of charities and volunteers came to the
fore. National and neighbourhood groups were critical players in the response to the
pandemic, whether through the vaccination drive or providing support for those isolating
or ill. However, there are also live debates about the role and performance of charities
which add complexities to how charities are perceived. Many feel that there is significant
scope to improve relationships between charities and policymakers, and that this would
bring great benefits to both groups and to the country as a whole.
In light of this desire, the Law Family Commission on Civil Society has set out to examine
the evidence as to how policymakers – MPs, local councillors and civil servants – view
charities and the voluntary sector. This report uncovers both the strengths and the
weaknesses of the relationship between charities and policymakers and recommends
steps both should take to better their understanding of one another and improve
collaboration.
A deep, effective partnership between charities and policymakers will ensure new
policies are grounded in the needs and experiences of communities, are well tested to
help as many people as effectively as possible and enable agile responses to new issues.
This will help both charities and policymakers to achieve their goals.
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Methodology
There were three stages to the research.
First, a survey carried out by YouGov between 6th and 28th July 2021. The sample
consisted of 103 MPs, 556 councillors, and 62 civil servants. The samples of MPs and
councillors included representation from the Conservative, Labour and other parties.
Results for MPs were weighted by party, gender, electoral cohort, and geography to give
a sample that is representative of the House of Commons. The councillor sample was
weighted by party, region, and council type. The sample of civil servants included 8
Senior Executive Officers (SEOs) or Higher Executive Officers (HEOs), 43 Grades 6 and 7,
and 11 Deputy Directors or above. The results for civil servants were unweighted.
Second, qualitative interviews, carried out in August and September 2021 by YouGov
and Pro Bono Economics. These included:
•
•
•
•
•

Five councillors
Seven MPs and two former MPs
Four academics
Three civil servants
Twelve sector representatives

Finally, a roundtable brought together sector representatives, academics and a former
MP to consider the research findings and start stress-testing solutions. This was
followed by individual and small-group discussions with a range of organisations and
policymakers to further refine the recommendations.
When discussing ‘civil society’, it is important to recognise the challenges involved in
speaking about this wide-ranging and varied sector. In the survey we used the term
‘charities and community groups’, to ensure consistency with previous research and so
that non-expert participants were likely to understand what was meant. During the
qualitative research, participants were able to reflect on the terms used and their varied
meanings, but we continued to focus primarily on charities and community groups. In this
report, we have mainly used the term ‘charities’ when discussing research findings, while
recognising that civil society is far broader than this shorthand could imply.
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How much contact do policymakers have with charities?
Before examining the views of policymakers about charities, it is important to first
understand the level and nature of contact between the two groups. This includes the
extent to which different policymakers have experience of volunteering or being a
trustee, and how far they have regular contact with charities as part of their work. It is
also useful to understand how far such relationships are focused on smaller local
organisations as compared to larger national or umbrella groups, and how the
relationships compare with those between businesses and policymakers.
It is clear from the survey that there is a very high level of contact between
policymakers and charities, and that these relationships are often productive and
valued by both sides
Nearly all MPs (92%) and councillors (92%) have had contact with a charity or
community group in the last year, with little variation by political party. Most are in touch
mainly with local charities or community groups rather than national groups. For MPs,
the proportion in contact with local charities (92%) is only slightly lower than those in
contact with local businesses (96%), while councillors are significantly more likely to be
in touch with local charities (92%) than local businesses (77%).
When it comes to large national charities or umbrella bodies, just over two thirds (68%)
of MPs have had some contact, but only about three tenths (29%) of councillors. In
comparison, about three quarters (76%) of MPs have had contact with a large national
or multinational business or with a business representative body. Among councillors, the
figure is less than one in five (17%).
The contact between policymakers and charities ranges from deep engagement, for
instance as a volunteer or trustee, to less intensive but still valuable links such as using a
charity’s evidence. The majority of MPs in both parties have used the evidence or insights
provided by a charity they know (62% of Conservative MPs and 80% of Labour MPs).
Across MPs as a whole, more than half (56%) have volunteered and a third (36%) have
been trustees. Looking at the comparison between the two main parties, a higher
proportion of Conservative MPs have volunteered (62% vs 52%) or been trustees (38%
vs 28%) than within the Labour party.
Councillors are even more active than MPs, with more than three quarters (78%) having
volunteered and nearly half (46%) having been a trustee of a charity, although among
councillors the party trends are reversed, with both somewhat more common activities
among Labour councillors than Conservative ones This engagement with charities far
outstrips the proportion of MPs or councillors in either party who have been on the board
of a private company or been a non-Executive Director (12% of MPs and 19% of
councillors) during the last year.
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Figure 1:

Nearly all policymakers are in contact with charities

Whi ch, if any, of th e f ollowing activi ties ha ve you en ga ged in in th e past 12 m on ths?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
MPs n=103, councillors n=556, participants could select as many responses as were applicable

Compared with the other groups, civil servants are far less likely to be in contact with
charities. Nearly half (45%) have had no active engagement. Just over three in ten (31%)
have volunteered but only one in ten (10%) has been a trustee. About a fifth (21%) of
civil servants have used evidence or insights provided by a charity, and around the same
proportion (19%) have had contact with a large national charity or umbrella body. This is
slightly above the proportion who have had contact with a large business or
representative body (18%) and significantly above the 13% who have used the evidence
or insights provided by a business. Unlike MPs or councillors, civil servants are somewhat
more likely to be in touch with national or umbrella bodies (19% with national/umbrella
charities, 18% with national/international/representative business organisation) than
with local charities (15%) or small businesses (11%).
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Figure 2:

Civil servants are much less likely than politicians to have
contact with charities

Whi ch, if any, of th e f ollowing activi ties ha ve you en ga ged in in th e past 12 m on ths?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
N=62, participants could select as many responses as were applicable

This level of engagement between some groups of policymakers and charities compares
favourably with that of the general public. In England, 62% of people overall have
volunteered in the last year, 1 with 41% doing so once a month. Councillors are therefore
more likely than the population as a whole to volunteer, while MPs are somewhat and
civil servants much less likely to have done so. However, all three groups of policymakers
are more likely to have been a charity trustee than the population on average, as there
are only around 700,000 trustees in England and Wales. 2
High levels of engagement between two groups does not always mean a positive
relationship, but the majority of MPs (59%) believe there is a good relationship between
policymakers and charities, with only one in ten disagreeing. Similarly, the majority (66%)
believe that their own party pays enough attention to charities and community groups.
However, policymakers in all parties and at all positions want to create deeper links
between themselves and charities
Among Labour MPs nine in ten (90%) still think that there should be more engagement
between policymakers and charities, and about seven in ten (69%) think that their own
party should establish closer links with the sector. In contrast, only four in ten
Conservative MPs think that there should be more engagement with charities either by
their party (39%) or policymakers more broadly (41%). Clearly, this is significantly lower –

Community Life Survey 2020/21 – Volunteering and Charitable Giving, DCMS, 29 July 2021
Taken on Trust: The awareness and effectiveness of charity trustees in England and Wales, Charity
Commission, November 2017
1
2
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but there remains a substantial proportion of the party’s MPs who do want to deepen
their relationships with the sector.
Councillors view the relationship between local councils and charities very positively
(more than two thirds – 67% - say it is good) but are less convinced about the
relationship at a national level (only a quarter – 25% – say it is good). More than three
quarters (78%) of councillors would like to see more engagement between national
policymakers and charities, including more than six in ten (61%) Conservative and nine in
ten (90%) Labour councillors.
Even at a local level, there is considerable appetite for closer relationships with charities.
Nearly two thirds (65%) of councillors would like to see more engagement between their
local council and charities (including a majority of both Labour – 72% – and Conservative
– 55% - councillors). About six in ten (59%) councillors would like to see their own local
party establish closer links with charities, although this was more common among
Labour councillors (76%) than Conservatives (47%).
The desire for closer connections with charities was also apparent among civil servants.
Less than a third (32%) think that the government overall pays enough attention to
charities and six in ten (60%) believed there should be more engagement between
policymakers and charities. Civil servants were less convinced that their own department
should engage more, however. Although less than half (44%) believe that their own
department pays enough attention, only four in ten (40%) say their department should
establish closer links and less than a third (32%) think their department would be more
effective if charities were more involved in its work.

Figure 3:

Civil servants believe that government in general should do
more to engage with civil society, although this isn’t
necessarily the case when considering their own department

Do you a gr ee or di sagr ee with th e f oll owing stat em ent s?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
N=62, residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’
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What do policymakers believe charities are for?
There was near unanimous agreement across policymakers that charities and
community groups play an important role in UK society and in the lives of local
communities. There is also clear understanding they will play an important role in the
nation’s recovery from Covid. Policymakers are even more strongly convinced than the
general public about charities’ importance, with 98% of both MPs and councillors and
95% of civil servants stating that charities play an important role in our society,
compared with 84% of the public. 3
The majority of policymakers believe charities play important roles in levelling up,
raising awareness of issues and bringing communities together
Policymakers’ belief in the important role played by charities extends into perhaps the
most significant domestic policy agenda other than recovering from Covid – levelling up.
Nearly half of charity leaders say they have a role to play in levelling up the country. 4 But
over half (55%) of civil servants and more than seven in ten MPs (71%) and councillors
(74%) also believe that charities and community groups will be important to help the
country level up, with strong agreement across political parties.
When it comes to the kinds of functions that charities provide, policymakers believe the
most important are raising awareness about issues and bringing communities together
to work on issues that affect them. Large majorities across the different groups of policy
makers believed that either charities played the most important role in achieving these
goals, or that charities were as important as the state and the private sector in doing so.

All comparisons with public opinions are drawn from: A Martin, In the Public Eye: Snapshot of public
attitudes towards civil society, Pro Bono Economics, January 2020
4
J Larkham, Hysteresis in the making? Pandemic scars and the charity sector, Pro Bono Economics,
November 2021
3
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Figure 4:

Policymakers believe that charities play an important role in
achieving positive outcomes for the country

Whi ch of th e f oll owin g gr oup s d o you thin k a re most i mp or tan t in a chieving th e
foll owin g desi rabl e out comes f or th e cou ntr y?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Civil servants n=62, councillors n=556, MPs n=103. Residuals are ‘The state is most important’, The private
sector is most important’ and ‘Don’t know’

It is striking however, that charities are not seen as playing as important a role in some
other areas, including some in which the sector is very active. For example, charities
directly employ 900,000 people and provide as much training as local authorities. 5
However, only around half (51%) of MPs and fewer councillors (46%) and civil servants
(44%) believe charities play an important role in supporting a skilled and engaged local

5

J Larkham, Why civil society is essential to levelling up, Pro Bono Economics, October 2021
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workforce. Similarly, the area in which charities are seen as least important is in
supporting a strong economy.
The major role played by charities in relation to health is somewhat better reflected in
policymaker attitudes. When it comes to improving individuals’ health and wellbeing, the
state is seen as being the most important actor, but over half of MPs (57%) and civil
servants (52%) think that the state, private sector and charities are equally important,
along with just under half (48%) of councillors.
Providing services and helping vulnerable people are seen by the public as the most
important roles charities play, 6 but do not seem to be as prominent in the minds of policy
makers. Only about half of policymakers (54% of MPs, 52% of councillors and 50% of
civil servants) see charities as either the most important or equally as important as the
state and the private sector in delivering services. However, it is noticeable in the more
detailed reflections of councillors in the qualitative research that they do see delivering
local services and support as a particular strength of local charities and community
groups. They view charities as irreplaceable in enabling them to help local residents.
When residents approach their councillors in crisis and need assistance and support,
councillors greatly value being able to direct them immediately to the most appropriate
local charity.
Policymakers are more divided when it comes to charities’ campaigning role
It is perhaps unsurprising that policymakers’ views become more polarised when asked
about the campaigning role of charities, despite the public believing that campaigning for
change is the third most important role of the charity sector. Conservative MPs view
charities as being effective at influencing government – with nearly seven in ten (68%)
saying this, compared to only just over half (52%) of Labour MPs. However, nearly six in
ten (58%) Conservative MPs believe that charities should not campaign to change policy
if they receive public money through contracts or grants. On this front, this group of
Conservative MPs appear somewhat out of step with the views of other policymakers,
since this is not a view held by Labour MPs, by most councillors of either political party or
by civil servants.

6

Martin, In the Public Eye
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Figure 5:

There is a stark divide over whether charities receiving public
money should campaign to influence policy

Do you a gr ee or di sagr ee that cha riti es and com muni ty gr ou ps sh ou ldn't ca mpai gn
to chan ge pol icy if t hey r eceive pu blic m oney thr ou gh con tra ct s or grant s?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’

Some Conservative MPs are also frustrated by what they perceive as aggressive tactics
adopted by charities, and a lack of personalisation or understanding about their position.
“When a national charity is involved you just feel used –
they know damn well that I can’t talk on matters like this.”
(Conservative MP)
Over half of both Conservative MPs (53%) and Conservative councillors (59%) also think
charities have a tendency towards political bias, along with 45% of civil servants.
“For example the LGBT society is very vocal – we get weekly emails, but they are
campaign emails. There is an element of ‘if you are not with us, you are against us’, and
there are some that have moved away from helping people to lobbying.”
(Conservative councillor)
“The RSPCA are a good example of this [i.e. spending money on the wrong activities] –
challenging people who have taken part in fox hunting. Old ladies in my constituency
have given thousands of pounds believing they were giving it to cats and dogs in
distress only to discover they’ve spent millions in barrister fees – this would seem to be a
demonstrable misuse of public funds.”
(Conservative MP)
However, this is not a view held by many MPs or councillors of other parties.
“If I think of charities, the reason they are effective is that they are independent – they
aren’t linked to the council and collecting council tax so there is a natural affinity. When

13

charities are not political they are seen as trusted intermediaries and that’s the area
where charities have an advantage over Government.”
(Labour councillor)
“[The charity sector] is most effective in providing support but also has an important role
in promoting policy areas…One concern I have is the right-wing press going after
charities for pursuing political interests
– I think they are an important player in this area.”
(Labour MP)

Figure 6:

Policymakers are also divided over whether charities tend to
be politically biased

Do you a gr ee or di sagr ee that cha riti es and com muni ty gr ou ps ha ve a ten den cy
towa rd s p oliti cal bi as?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’
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Do policymakers trust charities?
The level of trust placed in charities varies greatly according to both the role they play
and the political views of the policymaker. The majority of MPs (73%) and councillors
(68%) across parties, and the majority (63%) of civil servants trust charities to bring
people together to address social issues in their communities. However, there are stark
differences in trust in relation to other roles.
The vast majority of Labour MPs and councillors trust charities to tell them the truth
about the scale of a problem (81% of Labour MPs and 73% of Labour councillors), to
accurately represent the views and interests of the communities they serve (85% of
Labour MPs and 66% of Labour councillors) and to provide services reliably and on
budget (76% of Labour MPs and 56% of Labour councillors). However, among
Conservative MPs and councillors, only around three or four in ten trust charities to fulfil
any of these roles.
The majority of civil servants do trust charities to represent the views of their
communities (56%) and tell them the truth about the scale of a problem (53%). However,
only about a third (35%) trust charities to provide services reliably and on budget.
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Figure 7:

Labour politicians are considerably more likely to trust
charities

Do you agree or disagree that charities and community groups can be trusted to do the
following?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’

The quality of the evidence produced by charities also divides opinion. Nearly two thirds
of Conservative MPs (65%) and over half (55%) of Conservative councillors believe the
evidence produced by charities can be partial or flaky. This is in noticeable contrast with
the fact that the majority (62%) of Conservative MPs say they use the evidence and
insights provided by charities they are familiar with. This suggests that a general
scepticism can be overcome when a charity has built up a relationship with a
policymaker and is engaging them on a topic in which they are interested. By
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comparison, only about one in ten (10%) Labour MPs and a quarter (25%) of Labour
councillors believe that charities’ evidence is partial or flaky.
Civil servants are divided in their views of the quality of charities’ evidence: about four in
ten (39%) believe it can be partial or flaky, while just under three in ten (29%) disagree.
However, this did not prevent civil servants viewing evidence from charities as valuable.
For instance, one Department for Health and Social Care official commented on the
usefulness of a health charity’s communications about the issues faced by cancer
patients, which might otherwise not have been understood. Another agreed about the
value but did note that they take campaigning groups’ evidence ‘with a pinch of salt’.
“I think that charities provide excellent briefings on many issues – full of the information
that arms you in terms of what you want to discuss in debate.
There will be particular debates that we secure on their behalf. I’ve had a number of
emails from immigration charities on the subject of Afghanistan today [in the context of
recent American military withdrawal].”
(SNP MP)
“Some lobbying put forward by charities is too focused on their own perspectives –
it’s essentially ‘policy-based evidence making’ [rather than evidence-based policy
making]. Frequently evidence is not rigorous, or it is ‘topped and tailed’ with direct
criticism of the government.”
(Civil servant)

Figure 8:

Conservative politicians and civil servants are more sceptical
about the quality of evidence produced by charities

Do you a gr ee or di sagr ee that eviden ce pr od u ced by char iti es a nd com muni ty
gr oup s can b e pa rtia l or flak y?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’
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How effective and skilled do policymakers believe charities
are?
Most policymakers, across all three groups and parties, view charities as being effective.
Policymakers are even more convinced of this than the public, with just under two thirds
(63%) of the public in previous research 7 viewing charities as effective compared to 86%
of MPs, 83% of councillors and 69% of civil servants.

Figure 9:

There is a strong consensus that charities are effective

Think in g ab ou t m ost chariti es and comm unit y group s in g eneral , d o you thin k th ey
are ef fecti ve or in eff ective?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Don’t know’

Looked at in the context of other aspects of this research, this high opinion is likely to
refer to their effectiveness in the roles they are seen as being well suited to – bringing
communities together and strengthening relationships. As discussed above, there are
much more divided views about charities’ capacity to develop policy, deliver services and
offer solid evidence.
Beneath this positive consensus about overall effectiveness, there are sharp divisions
in views about other aspects of charities’ performance
Large majorities of Labour MPs and councillors believe that charities are efficient (92% of
Labour MPs, 75% of Labour councillors) but understaffed (87% of Labour MPs, 76% of
Labour councillors). While Conservative MPs and councillors are more likely to think they
are wasteful (60% of Conservative MPs, 58% of Conservative councillors) and don’t
believe they are understaffed (only 23% of Conservative MPs think they are
understaffed, and 41% of Conservative councillors). Just over half (56% of Conservative
7

Martin, In the Public Eye
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MPs, 52% Conservative councillors) believe that charities and community groups are
well-intentioned but can be amateurish or unprofessional.
Civil servants do think that charities are understaffed (63%) but are much more divided
on whether they are efficient or wasteful, with no clear majority in either direction.
However, over half (56%) agree that charities and community groups are wellintentioned but can be amateurish or unprofessional.

Figure 10: But divisions emerge over other aspects of charity
performance
Think in g ab ou t m ost chariti es and comm unit y group s in general , d o you agr ee or
disa gr ee tha t th ey a re:

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Conservative councillors n=179, Labour MPs n=37, Labour councillors n=186, Civil
servants n=62. Residuals are ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘Don’t know’

In relation to whether charities are wasteful, the public have a more positive view than
policymakers, with more than four in ten of the public saying that charities are not
wasteful, compared to only just over three in ten who believe they are. However, a far
greater proportion of both MPs (71%) and councillors (63%) view charities as efficient
than is the case for either civil servants (40%) or the public (50%).
The public (57%) tends to agree with civil servants (63%), Labour MPs (87%) and Labour
councillors (76%) that charities are understaffed. In fact, the public believe 8 that more
funding (48%) and more support from government (42%) are the factors that would do
most to help charities deliver more.

8

Martin, In the Public Eye

19

MPs find it easy to connect with charities, but are less satisfied with the nature of
some communication and want more personalised approaches
In terms of communication, most MPs (76%) and councillors (62%) across political
parties are confident that they know how to tap into charities’ and community groups’
expertise, but only a third (32%) of civil servants feel this confidence.
For MPs the most significant issue is personalisation. A majority (61%) of MPs say the
most important improvement charities could make to their communication is tailoring it
to the MP’s area of work.

Figure 11: Effective communication with MPs requires charities to
understand the interests of their audience and tailor their
approach
Wha t coul d ch ari ties a nd com munit y gr oup s do to pr ovide m or e u seful or a ccessi ble
inform ati on f or you r wor k ?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
N=103. Participants could choose as many responses as were applicable

MPs distinguish between two types of communication from charities. The first is the
“broad brush approach” or “saturation bombing.” They criticise some national charities
for sending blanket emails without tailoring or personalisation, and often associate these
with what were viewed as aggressive lobbying tactics. This is particularly highlighted by
Conservative MPs. Opposition MPs are less exposed to this type of lobbying but they
also contrast this broad brush approach with more effective engagement.
“The gun control network sends me an email every week and I delete it.”
(Conservative MP)
“[Charities] often use campaign emails, all identical – ‘dear brackets’ and ‘insert name
here’, which does nothing other than to turn the MP against whichever organisation.
What it does do is it enables the public affairs director [of the charity] to say ‘we have
spoken to 650 MPs, we are effective lobbyists’. MPs simply haven’t got the time or
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inclination to reach out to charities – I can’t think of one occasion where I did so.”
(Conservative MP)
“The lobbying now is done in the most ridiculous emails triggered by [petition
aggregator] 38 Degrees. The modern MP might be slightly pressurised by that but I’m
not, as often the constituent doesn’t have a clue what they are talking about. I would
hope that charities are more sophisticated and try not to be antagonistic, and butter us
up so that when we finally have a budget we can help.
Most MPs are more influenced by individual visits at a surgery and individual emails or
letters [than online petitions].”
(Conservative MP)
MPs contrast this with those taking a “targeted and strategic approach.” This involves
engagement that was grounded in personalisation or a long-standing interest. They
welcome communications which pick up on an MP’s local or policy interest.
“There are some [charities] that are much better at engaging [with MPs] than others
– I’m a firm believer in an ongoing relationship rather than a crisis relationship. Those
that have regular contact rather than [saying] ‘we haven’t spoken to you for a couple
of years but could you do something about this’ – you get charities whose only
engagement is to send you their annual report [so that] they can report back to their
bosses saying ‘we engaged with parliamentarians’. Good engagement means
looking at areas you can work together on.”
(Labour MP)
“If you [as a charity] got to know a smaller group of MPs on a more personal level you
would have more luck than the scattergun approach. You [as an MP] build up your
patchwork of knowledge from meeting these smaller charities and they are useful
touchpoints as you continue your career.”
(Labour MP)
Emails that are clearly personalised are welcomed and read – and MPs prefer a call or
face-to-face approach where possible. In fact, more than two thirds (69%) of MPs say
that their preferred method of communication is one-to-one meetings. It is important to
make a good first impression, showing that a charity is enterprising, capable and
understands the MP’s interests. One Conservative MP spoke enthusiastically about
asylum charities approaching her with young female asylum seekers and appealing to
her interests in young women, education, and women’s rights. MPs also valued
constituency-level data, for instance comparing health outcomes with other areas in a
way that gave them a chance to talk about it.
“Targeted lobbying is very effective – you work out who on the Health Select Committee
might be sympathetic to your cause and speak directly to them [with] very carefullyworded letters, etc. PPSs [Parliamentary Private Secretaries] and Select Committees are
where to start. But the mass of shrapnel landing on my desk?
I just press delete.”
(Conservative MP)
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“The most effective lobbying is [the charity] sending teenage asylum seekers, hunting me
down, the most articulate kids with A-Levels who don’t have status in the UK.”
(Conservative MP)
MPs also feel that charities are held back by a lack of understanding about the
mechanics of government and the role of MPs (although some also acknowledge that
MPs lacked sufficient understanding of the variety of organisations which make up the
sector). Conservative MPs are both concerned about the charity sector moving more
towards lobbying in its interaction with them and frustrated that they do not do it more
effectively.
“What I get fed up with is someone representing the charity who doesn’t look like
they have experienced puberty and doesn’t know the first thing about Parliament yet
they are lobbying – I find myself educating them as many of them don’t have any
idea about how you influence policy or get things on the statute books. These people
know all about TikTok, but this is about making relationships with humans. The best
lobbyists are not aggressive – they are persuasive, and they need to make their
alliances strategically.”
(Conservative MP)
Nearly two thirds (65%) of MPs say that attending an event organised by a charity is an
important way of communicating. However, some are concerned about charities
behaving, in their view, like the private sector and having lavish, over-catered functions
within the Westminster Estate. They feel these events can be too extravagant and a
possible waste of donations that risk creating bad publicity. Other MPs report that these
events take up too much time, and that they don’t have the time and inclination to sit
through the long speeches involved. Instead, MPs want an engagement that, in the
words of one Labour MP, could be summarised as “do a photo then you’re out in five
minutes.” Clearly, however, this is a challenging span of time for charities to
communicate on their interests.
Labour MPs are also very likely to use written reports (67%) or a charity’s website (79%),
but these are not viewed as important methods of communication by the majority of
Conservative MPs.
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Figure 12: MPs prefer in-person or direct communications, with websites
also important for Labour MPs
Wh en seek ing in f or ma tion ab ou t cha riti es an d comm unit y gr oup s, which
comm unica ti on ch annels d o MPs con sid er i mp or tan t?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
Conservative MPs n=51, Labour MPs n=37. Participants could choose as many responses as were applicable

Councillors want to increase their understanding of charities and would like more
detailed, frequent information from the sector
Councillors across political parties see an important element of reciprocity in their
interactions with charities and community groups. Charities draw on councillors for a
range of support including signposting their services, representing them within the
council, keeping them in mind for funding and grants, and helping them to spread
fundraising messages. At the same time, councillors value being able to signpost
residents to charities when they need specific kinds of support.
“What will often happen is that a resident will contact us then we visit them and we
realise they have multiple needs, we might do a referral or tell them about the free food
store locally. Charities might come to us for funding or publicity – can the councillors use
their links into business and the community?”
(Labour councillor)
Councillors see one-to-one meetings (75%) and attending events (74%) as the most
important methods of contact with charities and community groups, with three quarters
prioritising these channels.
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Figure 13: Councillors also prefer in-person communications and charity
websites
Wh en seek ing in f or ma tion ab ou t cha riti es an d comm unit y gr oup s, which
comm unica ti on ch annels d o cou ncill ors consi der i mp or tan t?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
N=556. Participants could choose as many responses as were applicable

Like MPs, councillors (31%) want charities and community groups to tailor information
more to their area of work. After tailoring, unlike MPs or civil servants, councillors also
highlight the provision of more detailed outputs (31%) and more frequent provision of
information (29%).
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Figure 14: Councillors want more tailored, frequent and detailed
information
Wha t coul d ch ari ties a nd com munit y gr oup s do to pr ovide m or e u seful or a ccessi ble
inform ati on f or cou ncil lor s?

Source:
Notes:

Polling conducted by YouGov PLC on behalf of the Law Family Commission on Civil Society, 6 July – 27 July 2021
N=556. Participants could choose as many responses as were applicable

Notwithstanding councillors’ generally positive view of the charity sector and working
relationships, they still feel engagement could be improved. In particular, councillors feel
both they and charities would benefit from a clearer understanding of each other’s
responsibilities and areas of policy interest. Some councillors talk about being designated
points of contact for specific issues in their local area – one, for example, is responsible
for veterans’ issues as they were a former soldier, while another was interested in
regeneration and housing. However, they recognise that structures are not always
transparent or easy for charities to identify.
“It’s probably not clear which councillors specialise in which areas – charities could look
at registers of interest – but I appreciate that this is buried in the council website. We
have an external partnership committee which can decide on which charities to help but
we get little lobbying.”
(Labour councillor)
Councillors are also keen to understand their local charity sector better. There is
confusion about which charities work with the council and they sometimes find that they
only become aware of many smaller players in the sector when they receive requests
from them for help.
“[It’s] not very easy to navigate [the charity sector] – you don’t exactly get a list of who to
approach as a new councillor. Rather than them approaching us we are approaching
them with local development plans [and] using them as the vehicle to engage with the
public as not everyone wants to talk to a politician.
(Conservative councillor)
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Civil servants value written communication and are frustrated at the lack of
understanding among some charities about how government functions
By contrast with both MPs and councillors, the most important channel of
communication for civil servants is receiving written reports (61%) and looking at a
charity’s website (58%), although a small majority also value one-to-one meetings
(55%).
Like MPs, civil servants are frustrated at the lack of understanding among charities about
how government and the civil service works and a perceived lack of professionalism in
some of their interactions.
“Charities don't understand how the government works – but they think they do. In
general, policy people in charities haven't worked in government. They tend to see
having their CEO meeting with the Minister as the main goal, and don’t understand that
more influence can be achieved through good strong working relationships with [Grade]
6s and 7s responsible for policy areas. For instance, the week before the Spending
Review, they send stuff over. Instead these are needed a couple of months prior with a
‘can we meet about it?’ ask.”
(Civil servant)
“Charities don't understand the operating environment of government. The conversation
can be shut down if their asks are completely out of step with government policy – they
don't understand the messy space that is policy development.”
(Civil servant)
Examples include:
•

•

•

A lack of understanding of civil service processes and priorities leading to tension
around pandemic response funding, highlighting that appeals for sector funding
“tended to say that ‘the sector is on its knees’ rather than being data driven and
so the evidence [needed to be effective] wasn’t there.”
Particular knowledge gaps around the role of the Treasury and proposing policy
directions (such as a tax on cigarettes hypothecated to DHSC) that would never
happen, damaging credibility.
The importance of punctuality and agendas being sent in advance to make a
positive impression on civil servants.

Civil servants also point out that the Charity Commission’s (2017) Taken on Trust
research had raised questions about whether trustees have the skills needed to drive
charities forward. They comment that their experience is that leadership skills are
unevenly distributed in the sector, with the CEOs of small organisations frequently
focusing on day-to-day tasks rather than the wider strategic horizon.
Another clear theme for civil servants was that they value strong, long-term working
relationships with charities, and above all those grounded in trust. Accordingly, working
groups and repeated meetings are seen as more impactful forums for engagement than
roundtables.
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“Charities should develop good strong working relationships [with civil servants].
Roundtables are a good way to get a range of inputs, but as a civil servant you’re
making judgements about who is useful and helpful. The more polemical participants
might not get invited to working groups – you want people who are more constructive.”
(Civil servant)
It is expected that during these repeated interactions trust could be developed between
civil servants and charity sector representatives. This trust is crucial for civil servants,
and easily lost. They are reluctant to give charities that they feel have undermined that
trust a second chance. Trust is particularly important for civil servants who are
developing policy and want an opportunity to test how potential policy directions might
go down with the sector.
“If a charity leaks, you don’t trust them.
You would still listen to what they say, but you won’t trust them.”
(Civil servant)
One civil servant emphasised the importance of charities and community groups working
within the models for engagement with external stakeholders that are already dominant
within the civil service. In these models, external stakeholders are valued because of
genuine expertise they have that it might not be possible to get elsewhere. They view
charities and community groups as bringing understanding of the needs and lived
experience of their beneficiaries or constituents. Some value the opportunity this insight
can give for opening up policy directions that otherwise might be difficult for a civil
servant to justify, for instance, because they are seen to be “radical” or “outside the box.”
As one civil servant puts it – “as a civil servant we’re inside the box by definition!”
Boldness in policy positions is valued as long it is usable by them and provided through
the correct consultation routes. The desired approach was summed up as:
“Be bold in your policy positions, be pragmatic in engagement.”
(Civil servant)
Finally, there is frustration among both civil servants and MPs about the fragmented
nature of the sector’s engagement with them. One MP commented that “if you get 100
charities in a room, it’s like herding cats”, while a civil servant argued that there is not
enough clarity from the sector about what sort of relationship it actually wants.
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How can relationships between policymakers and charities
be improved?
There is clearly a bedrock of positive relationships and respect among policymakers for
the role played by many charities and community groups in our national life and in local
communities. This stretches across all groups of policymakers, including those who are
also more sceptical or critical of some charities’ skills and activities. However, this
research highlights three key challenges which hold back collaboration and reduce the
benefits to be gained by joint working across sectors.
First, there is a knowledge gap.
Some charities and community groups don’t understand enough about the structures,
processes and culture that shape national and local policymaking. This results in missed
opportunities to engage policymakers who would benefit from charities’ insight and suboptimal approaches to influencing which are at best wasted effort and at worst actively
alienate those they seek to persuade.
Some policymakers don’t understand enough about the charity sector and what it does.
At a local level, councillors find it hard to navigate and understand the landscape in their
community. More broadly, it is striking that the views expressed across groups about
what outcomes charities deliver are narrower than the sector itself would recognise.
Even among very supportive MPs there can be a sense that charities are plugging gaps
in the services government should be providing, rather than a full recognition of the
distinctive role played by the social sector.
Second, there is scepticism about the quality of the evidence, campaigning and
services delivered by some charities and community groups.
This scepticism clearly does not extend to all charities or to everything they do. However,
it does appear to reduce the sector’s influence and highlight areas where increasing skills
and capacity would increase its impact. This poses a challenge both to the sector itself
and to the policymakers criticising it.
For the sector, there is a need to accept that some of the criticism is reasonable and
there are areas in which it could do better. This includes moving towards more tailored
and focused engagement with politicians, concentrating on developing deeper
relationships with specific politicians, and building on their constituency or policy
interests rather than over-relying on mass lobbying tools. It also means becoming more
sophisticated in the approach to working with civil servants and understanding the
different levels at which influence can be exerted. Finally, it means adopting a high
standard of research and evidence across the sector, ensuring that what is presented
genuinely reflects the data or other sources of insight and resisting the temptation to
overclaim, offer a partial picture or cherry-pick findings.
For their part, policymakers need to recognise that a more effective charity sector
requires greater investment and capacity. In particular, there is a dissonance between
the comments of some MPs that charities should not spend money on staff or their own
operations, and their frustration that charity representatives are not as knowledgeable or
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professional, or their services are not as efficient, as they would like them to be. A culture
which expects charities to rely on short-term funding, allows sources of core funding to
wither and critiques any spending that is not ‘front-line’ or ‘directly helping beneficiaries’
is one which perpetuates the weaknesses which policymakers then bemoan.
Those civil servants and politicians who are in regular contact with charities and
community groups could contribute to improving this situation by providing feedback and
advice which could help charities improve their engagement. Charities would welcome a
greater role for these allies in enabling them to widen their networks and contacts across
departments, providing greater clarity about how, where and when decisions take place
and about what kind of evidence they need from charities and how this will be used. This
would help more charities to engage in policymaking at the right time and in the most
effective way.
Finally, policymakers should recognise that their expectations of how charities should
operate assume that charities should fit in with the existing norms about how policy is
made and how to have influence. This creates much greater barriers for some charities
than for others and particularly disadvantages smaller charities and those who represent
and are run by people from groups already underrepresented in our political and policy
communities – for example disabled people, those from some black and minority ethnic
groups, people whose first language isn’t English, and people with less formal education.
Charities can play a vital role in bringing more diverse perspectives into our political life
and highlighting the experiences and views of groups who otherwise go unheard. But to
benefit from this, politicians and civil servants need to widen the pool of charities they
interact with and reduce the barriers facing those who otherwise tend to be excluded.
Third, there are some genuine disagreements about the appropriate role for charities
and what activities are acceptable.
This challenge periodically has a high profile in the media, sometimes leading it to
overshadow discussion about other aspects of the relationship between charities and
policymakers. This research shows that there are genuine disagreements, particularly
between the views of Conservative MPs and other groups, with some questioning
whether charities should campaign if they receive public money and unconvinced about
the legitimacy of charities’ advocacy work on behalf of the groups they support.
However, these views are not generally shared by local policymakers of either main
party, or by civil servants. Among Conservative MPs, about six in ten hold this view,
suggesting a sizeable minority think differently. Given that a very high proportion of
Conservative MPs still use charities’ evidence and work with them in other ways, it is
clear this issue can be overcome and does not need to derail constructive engagement.
So how do we meet these challenges?
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Recommendations
There are three areas in which there are significant opportunities to improve
relationships and collaboration between policymakers and charities.
1. Improving relationships between UK government policymakers and charities
There is clearly a strong bedrock of mutual respect and engagement between charities
and policymakers in the UK government. However, this research suggests that there is
appetite to build on this, with a strong case to increase opportunities for formal
engagement between civil servants and the charity sector and levels of mutual
understanding and interaction. This would bring benefits not only to the charity sector
but also to the civil service. In particular, our recommendations would contribute towards
the commitments in the 2021 Declaration of Government Reform for the civil service to
become more porous, bring in more outside perspectives and expand secondments. They
would also support skills development within the civil service, especially in relation to
collaboration and partnering. Five recommendations have emerged particularly strongly
from our discussions with policymakers and charities:
•

The Cabinet Office and DCMS should conduct a review of membership of working
groups, sector councils and advisory boards across government to ensure that
Ministers are receiving the most accurate perspectives on policy. This review should
assess whether these forums have appropriate civil society representation and invite
new organisations in if a gap is identified. For example, it is striking that the Retail
Sector Council does not include a charity shop voice within it. Similarly, the
Hospitality Sector Council does not include civil society representation, despite there
being multiple charities working with the most vulnerable people working in that
industry. Where civil society is not sufficiently represented, ensure that this is
corrected.

•

The civil service and sector umbrella bodies should work together to provide greater
opportunities for charity and civil service leaders to come together and collaborate.
This could include holding an annual event for Permanent Secretaries & social sector
leaders (as happens at the ‘Sunningdale’ events with major businesses), as a coorganised opportunity to identify priorities for the coming year and agree areas to
work on together that span the sector and cross departments.

•

Government should explore creating a civil society liaison post within departments
which currently have less well-developed relationships with charities. This would
provide an entry point for charities and a way of connecting them with the right
people within Whitehall. These positions could also be helpful for civil servants
outside the department, for instance Treasury teams, to have a ‘go-to’ person who
could advise and connect them with charities in a field who could provide good
quality evidence, insight or examples of specific issues. The post would ideally be at a
fairly senior level (such as a Grade 5) in order to have the necessary influence across
the Department.

•

Carry out a campaign across departments to promote greater take up of secondment
and volunteering opportunities, to encourage greater understanding between
charities and civil servants.
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o

This should include developing and promoting a greater range of models for
volunteering, especially the value of civil servants becoming charity trustees or
contributing professional skills (such as HR expertise) in small portions of time.

o

It would be particularly beneficial to showcase the excellent examples which
already exist across the civil service and to link interested civil servants with
platforms such as Pilotlight, the Media Trust, Pro Bono Economics and
LawWorks to match their skills with charities which need them.

o

The campaign should also be underpinned by a commitment to expand the
current Charity Next scheme run by the Whitehall and Industry Group for ‘fast
streamers’ to spend six months in a charity, opening up these opportunities to
non-fast stream civil servants.

•

The National Leadership Centre should work with charities to design a programme of
education and training events for the sector, aimed at increasing understanding
about government structures and policymaking processes.

•

The Treasury should make efforts to be more transparent about the routes by which
the social sector can feed in to decision-making in advance of fiscal events, as this
has been highlighted as a particular area where routes in are opaque and charities
feel especially uncertain about how and when to engage.
o

This could include the (re)creation of a specific contact point for the sector
within the fiscal events team and adapting the Spending Review submission
form to facilitate input on civil society.

o

It would also be helpful for the Treasury to communicate with the sector in the
run up to the start of the engagement window for each fiscal event, for
instance through an article in the sector press letting charities know what is
coming up and how they can best engage.

Beyond the civil service, political parties should also create more formal engagement
structures and regular opportunities to engage with the social sector, especially during
policy and manifesto development. This could start with quarterly roundtables with the
Civil Society Group of umbrella bodies.
2. Improving relationships between local policymakers and charities
This research suggests that there is a great deal of goodwill and appetite for local
policymakers and charities to increase their understanding of one another and work
more closely together. There are examples of places where local authorities and charities
work together very effectively, especially where local authorities have dedicated
engagement teams. Examples of this submitted to the Commission’s call for evidence
regarding unleashing the potential of civil society 9 illustrate this:

9

Summary of responses: unleashing the potential of civil society Pro Bono Economics, January 2022
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“Angus actually has a really good mechanism, known as the External Funding
Department. This is a department specifically set up to help support organisations get
funding. They're aware of all the grants that are coming in from trusts, from the national
government, UK Government, and as they come in, they're analysing them, they're
building up a database of local organisations. And they will then help support them to
write applications. If you haven't done an application before they'll come in and they'll
talk [you] through the process. I think it's a really good example of best practice. And I
think in that respect, Angus Council does a great job.”
Kirrie Connections
“In London we’ve seen numerous examples of positive engagement between local
government and civil society. At a regional level, the Greater London Authority’s
Community Engagement team has shown a demonstrable commitment to enabling civil
society to grow, develop, and have a voice … As a political institution, it has recognised
that civil society is an equal partner in making London fairer for everyone.”
London Funders
However, there is considerable variation across the country, and many areas where local
voluntary and community sector groups do not feel that their connection and relationship
with local officers and councillors is as clear, collaborative and supportive as they would
like. This research also suggests that there are many councillors who would like to
understand their local social sector better and to improve relationships between their
council and local charities.
To address this, local authorities should:
•

Bring together working groups of councillors, officers and local charities to co-design
a strategic approach to joint working and develop information and guidance that will
meet the needs of each side.

•

Review their approaches to grant-making, commissioning and procurement. Learning
from experience during the pandemic, councils should aim to shift away from shortterm, project funding towards longer term funding. This should be designed to enable
local charities to be sustainable and to invest in their staff, volunteers and
capabilities, including the ability to use data to understand and enhance their impact.

Membership organisations such as the Local Government Association and Solace can
play a crucial role in supporting councils to do this, by:
•

Carrying out research identifying good practice across the country.

•

Disseminating evidence about the approaches to joint working, funding and
engagement which support strong, collaborative relationships between local
policymakers and charities and maximise the benefits that a thriving local civil society
brings to local communities.

•

Identifying training needs among councillors and officers in relation to working with
the social sector and developing advice and training to meet them.
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Research carried out by NPC in three areas highlights the development of far more
effective joint working between local authorities and their local voluntary and community
sectors during the pandemic, but also the threats to this continuing into the postpandemic environment. 10
Two barriers which can hinder councils from maximising the benefits of strong working
relationships with civil society are a lack of capacity within local authorities (with many
having reduced or completely removed link worker or similar posts due to funding
constraints) and a lack of local civil society infrastructure in some areas. We therefore
recommend that the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities should:
•

Offer advice & guidance to local authorities promoting the importance of engaging
effectively with local charities and the benefits of models such as colocation and
dedicated link workers.

•

Provide specific funding for councils to establish link workers or other engagement
arrangements with their local social sector; for example, a pot of £22.5 million would
fund the equivalent of two workers per upper tier authority.

•

Create a pilot programme of Civil Society Regeneration Centres in places with little
infrastructure or a weak civil society, with one role being supporting charities, local
government and businesses to develop effective collaboration. Initial funding of £5 8 million would support pilots in three to five levelling up priority areas.

•

Ensure that Devolution deals ‘bake in’ the involvement of local civil society
organisations, building on the work of Metro Mayors such as Marvin Rees in Bristol
and Steve Rotheram in Liverpool.
3. Improving charities’ effectiveness and building trust

Some of the concerns raised by policymakers about charities role and functioning are
also recognised by many within the sector as areas which could be improved. To make
progress, we recommend action both from charities themselves and from the funders
and policymakers who create the environment within which they work.
Charity leaders and the Civil Society Group of umbrella bodies should focus on improving
the sector’s capabilities and practice in the four areas highlighted by this research:
•
•
•
•

Setting high standards for evidence
Increasing understanding of government structures and processes
Improving campaigning and engagement practices
Improving and demonstrating value for money, effectiveness and productivity in
service delivery

Action on evidence and campaigning should include:
•

Those charities which produce statistics and other evidence explore adopting the UK
Statistics Authority’s Voluntary Code of Practice. They should work with the

Co-ordination in Place (2021) Pritchard, N. and Rose, A. Available at: https://www.thinknpc.org/resourcehub/coordination-in-place/
10
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Authority and other experts to increase their understanding and skills in producing,
interpreting and presenting data robustly.
•

The UK Statistics Authority should proactively offer support and advice to the social
sector to improve understanding and use of data.

•

Umbrella bodies should commission an independent review of training around
influencing and campaigning. They should also gather examples of effective,
strategic campaigning and promote the approach and tactics these demonstrate.
Such examples could include the Shelter led campaign on the eviction ban, the JRF
led coalition campaigning to ‘keep the lifeline’ (retain the £20 uplift to Universal
Credit), the Children’s Society campaigning on free school meals and the
campaigning of medical charities such as the UK Acquired Brain Injury Forum.

•

Campaigning charities should move away from ‘broad brush’ lobbying approaches &
use more sophisticated approaches, focusing on personalised communications and
building relationships with key MPs and other policymakers.

Improving wider effectiveness and productivity will require changes to funder practices,
however, as well as from within the social sector:
•

Funders (including Trusts and Foundations, philanthropists, local and central
governments) should move decisively to providing longer-term support for core costs
and enabling charities to invest in staff, skills, and capabilities.

•

Funders and the Charity Commission should explicitly encourage charities to invest in
their staff, volunteers and in developing their skills and capabilities.

•

They should also make the case for the benefits of doing this to politicians and the
public.

Alongside these steps from within the charity sector and among funders, the UK
government should also provide direct investment to enable the sector to increase
productivity and effectiveness and spread evidence-based solutions, including through:
•

Creating a national Civil Society Accelerator to identify factors increasing productivity
and effectiveness and develop & fund solutions, at a cost of £2 - 10 million.

•

As above, funding a pilot scheme of local Civil Society Regeneration Centres in places
where civil society & infrastructure is weakest. These should include investment in
levers of impact such as staff skills, digital capabilities, operations, and processes.
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Conclusion
Policymakers and charities already work together at every level of government, and
there is a good bedrock of mutual respect and appreciation.
But these relationships could be far stronger and more effective. Both sides feel that
they do not understand one another well enough and would like greater and more
productive engagement.
This matters immensely to local communities and to the country as a whole. Charities
and policymakers both want to increase the nation’s well-being and to deliver public
good for those they serve. They achieve this far more effectively when they work
together. A deep partnership between the social sector and policymakers enables both
to share insights and ideas, and ensure new policies can be tested and improved, while
offering opportunities for agile responses to emerging issues.
The Covid pandemic has demonstrated the power of government to respond to
enormous challenges and the vital role of charities in bringing communities together,
responding to fastmoving requirements on the ground and providing services with
efficiency and compassion. We must now build on this to improve long-term
relationships and collaboration between the social sector and policymakers in every part
of government.
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