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University of the West of Scotland, Paisley Campus

Mike Danson, University of the West of Scotland

Professor Danson welcomed the attendees to Paisley, the birthplace of the trade union movement in Scotland and a fitting place to begin this seminar series.  Paisley has long been the site of debates around community, the role of the state and of community action.  Since 1970 Paisley has seen a number of programmes aimed at getting citizens to work together, and as such the university has developed a strong interest in debating community action.

Launch of the Seminar Series – Sue Baines, Manchester Metropolitan University

Congratulated all delegates on making it to Paisley despite the arctic conditions, and welcomed them to the first of six ESRC-funded seminars investigating the mixed economy of welfare and the role that the third sector has to play in it.  That the first seminar has attracted such a broad and interdisciplinary group of academics and practitioners is particularly pleasing.

Regional governance – back to the future? – Paul Benneworth 
The Voluntary Sector in a devolved Northern Ireland – Ian Walters 
Democratising the Non-Profit Sector: Opportunities and Barriers to Accountability, Participation and Democracy in a Scottish Voluntary Organisation – Stephen Elstub 

Discussant  for morning session Geoff Whittam, University of the West of Scotland

Geoff  noted how Paul Benneworth’s historical overview set the context for the rest of the session by highlighting unfulfilled promises associated with the new regional tier in England. The following two talks explored the limits on grassroots decision making in Scotland and Northern Ireland. Geoff identified as a common theme the constant chasing of the voluntary and community sector to get funding and satisfy governments that it was making good use of that funding, which has lead to constant short-termism in the sector.  Geoff then outlined how Stephen had given a blueprint for the voluntary sector to move towards greater democratisation and accountability, but questioned how this could be achieved within the current state agenda.  Ian’s talk offered a more upbeat view, with engagement with the voluntary sector at least attempted in Northern Ireland.  Can the voluntary sector gain the power to get involved in policy setting?  The ‘Third Way’ which New Labour brought to the fore encouraged engagement and democratisation, but seems to have all but disappeared from the political agenda.  So the question the sector must ask is where it goes now, in light of the inevitable decline in funding that the current economic situation will bring.  

Volunteering Policy at National and Regional Level: Divergence or Convergence? – John Lee, Volunteer Development Scotland 
Informal volunteering in deprived Scottish communities: journeys into, and out of and between voluntary activities – Mike Woolvin, Dundee University 
Discussant for afternoon session – Ruchir Shah, Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations

John’s argument that volunteering is universal yet shaped by the particular context in which it takes place is convincing.  He usefully highlighted  the importance of  volunteering outside the VCS, for example in the NHS.  It is estimated that 25% of voluntary work takes place outside the voluntary sector.  The legacy of the Third Way lives on, haphazardly in England but in much more organised ways in Scotland.  Since devolution issues affecting the voluntary sector have been firmly on the agenda of the devolved government.  Using volunteering as a path to community empowerment is challenging, and this forms the link between the two talks.  Mike’s work challenges conceptions of what volunteering is.  But whatever it is, volunteering always has a purpose.  If, as statistics show, graduates volunteer in greater numbers than non-graduates, then how do we get more non-graduates to volunteer?  Or are these definitional issues – is it that we are conceptualising voluntary activity in a way that excludes the work that non-graduates do?  If so, how do we nurture what is already happening on the ground?  How can we enable individuals and groups to build social capital around the work they already do?  Community empowerment involves the community taking control, but there are lots of issues bound up in this.  Mike is challenging us to ask how we can change our views of volunteering so that it is not terminology that gets in the way.  The current economic crisis offers opportunities; people are questioning the power of money, and increased unemployment can be seen as a stimulus of more potential volunteers, with a pre-existing arena for community empowerment in the voluntary sector.  There are also ideas for welfare through volunteering, e.g. a community allowance for those who volunteer, thus looking at the overall community benefit of voluntary work.

Questions and comments

Rob Wilson, Newcastle University: We have heard a lot about ‘voices’ but how good are  the state and the voluntary organisations at hearing each other? 
Comments: There is a general feeling of discomfort on both sides at listening to things that one doesn’t want to hear.   The voluntary sector in the UK needs to construct stories that policy makers will want to listen to about successes.  So government does not necessarily need better ears, rather the voluntary sector needs to come up with better ways to feed these ears.

Eleanor Shaw, University of Strathclyde A too narrow conception of the third sector has been adopted.  Remember social enterprises which do not rely on public funds, and which work to an economic entrepreneurial model to fill the gap between state and business

Comments: A definition of the voluntary sector is hard to agree, but it is healthy that there is a diversity of how voluntary organisations operate, and  social enterprise keeping its strong narrative of success is useful and important.. Nearly all voluntary organisations are based on business models, use business plans, work to targets, budget tightly and have management boards of business people.  Ruchir Shah, social enterprises are often quite large and do bid for government funds.  The sector’s governance is variable, and government does not completely understand the sector.  It is impossible to evaluate the extent to which non-profit organisations contribute to democracy; it is possible to give an informed perspective, but never to give a representative perspective.  Ian Walters  – governance is a watchword across sectors, and is more easily available in big organisations.  These have to meet all kinds of laws and standards, between 50 and 100 rules and procedures.  So it is very hard for small organisations to meet this, so they become vulnerable.  It is hard to succeed in the sector without some economy of scale.  SE – agrees, but does not see a contradiction here.  There are currently too many stages in accountability, which leads to a loss of legitimacy.  There needs to be a form of accountability which gives legitimacy, in which the state must play a role but must not be the leader.  It is the public which has the last say in defining legitimacy.  

Dominic Chalmers, University of Strathclyde – are democracy and bureaucracy necessarily contradictory?  Paul Spicker, Gordon University – is there a danger of a new narrative being created which inaccurately describes a naive voluntary sector being wickedly led away by an evil government, causing all sorts of infighting and strife?  In fact, this is not new.   Ian Walters – the origin of the voluntary sector lie in the passion of people to meet a gap that the public and private sectors are failing to meet.  There is a great capacity for innovation in the sector, but there is also a capacity to fight with bureaucracy.  And to Dominic’s question, the only way to achieve this balance is through dialogue between the government and the voluntary sector.  

Feedback

Overall feedback from the seminar was very positive. 
‘Very good, interesting mixed audience’ (voluntary sector)

‘I have fodder to feed my practice and organisation’ (voluntary sector)

‘Excellent context, engagement, policy theory and practice’ (doctoral student)
Constructive criticism and suggestions for improvement were:
More time needed for networking

Would have liked small group discussion 

Expected more new, empirically based research

Not enough input from policy 
These comments are very helpful and the organisers will keep them in mind for future seminars

