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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector as
expressed within national documents and individual actor accounts. It is a response
to the tendency within existing studies to cast voluntary sector organisations as
passive in their context, responding to ideas from the central state rather than playing
an active role in how and why particular ideas take hold. By first considering how the
voluntary sector emerged as an object of policy, this thesis moves on to explore how
both national texts and individual actors within organisations discursively present the
role of the voluntary sector, the role of the state, and the relationship between the
two.

In order to explore this topic, this study uses a discursive methodology to consider the
ideas within national documents and narratives of actors from Local Infrastructure
Organisations (LIOs). This study drew on discursive approaches, such as discourse
analysis, and sought to consider how and why ideas were constructed and used within
different texts.

This thesis contributes to knowledge in a number of ways. First, within the study of
national policy documents, this thesis proposes an approach to bridging empirical
studies of the societal and the micro levels of analysis, drawing on concepts of
institutional logics and institutional message to demonstrate how national documents
construct and convey institutional identity-cues for voluntary sector organisations.
Second, within the study of the narrative of LIO actors, this study makes a series of
contributions relating to the way we conceptualise what is happening at the
organisational field level, linking the shifts in ideas at the societal level with the actor
accounts of the implications of, and responses, to these shifting institutional logics.
Third, the discursive analysis of actor accounts enables a consideration of the ways in
which LIO actors are engaging in forms of identity work in order to align with, and
distance from, voluntary sector identity-cues presented within national documents.

These contributions are significant, particularly in light of debates surrounding the
deepening austerity agenda, and associated cuts to services across communities in
England. Such cuts have, at times, been presented within a narrative of the voluntary
sector emerging to ‘fill the gaps’ and it is therefore important to start to understand
how voluntary sector actors might be responding to such cues. This study therefore
has implications for both sectors but also beneficiaries of both state and voluntary
sector services, as it illuminates the way in which ideas are developing, and the way in
which these ideas are reworked by actors at the local level.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This thesis extends current understanding of the relationship® between the state and
the voluntary sector. In particular, the puzzle at the heart of this study is the interplay
between the ideas used at a national level, and the ways in which actors within local
infrastructure organisations2 appropriate these ideas in order to either align with, or
resist, the ideas conveyed by the central state. The thesis documents the research

journey through which the interplay of ideas at the two levels was explored.

The study was borne out of an interest in how voluntary organisations were engaging
with the overarching policy debates regarding the role of the sector vis-a-vis the state.
At the point of starting this study, the New Labour government was into its third and
final administration, and a multitude of national documents had been, and were being,
produced which dealt directly with the role of the voluntary sector. Witnessing the
birth of the Coalition administration in 2010, the shift in policy ideas regarding the
sector encouraged me to take a broader look at national policy relating to the
voluntary sector’s role. The study therefore became one which simultaneously
considered the language of ideas within national documents authored primarily by the
state, as well as how individuals within voluntary organisations were engaging with
these ideas. The methodology therefore became two-fold, exploring ideas at the
national and the local levels, and looking for points of contact and departure, or

‘impact’, between the two.

This thesis is important because it addresses the lack of extant work within voluntary
sector scholarship which empirically explores the interaction between government
ideas and the lived experience of organisational actors. Many examinations of policy
exist, bbut the critical missing piece of the puzzle is the role that the voluntary sector
might be playing in its own fate. The study therefore addresses the omission of

voluntary sector actor agency within much voluntary sector literature, because it

! Although the singular 'relationship' is used here, it is acknowledged that a multiplicity of relationships
between voluntary sector and state actors exist.

? Local infrastructure organisations are discussed more fully later in this chapter (p14) and in the
Methodology but simply put, they can be defined as voluntary organisations that work at the interface
between the statutory sector and the wider voluntary sector at the local level (Macmillan, 2011).

1



5
36B6 82 AG
5
5 5
(5
5 H 6
( 57
5 5
? 76 2 5
5
5 4
E
( (H 5
( ;
( 8 5
5
CA=

55

i)



passive is not without critique. An example of such critique would be the suggestion
that, in their study of a governmentality agenda, Carmel and Harlock (2008) are too
reductionist in their approach, as they ignore the role the voluntary sector might be

playing (Alcock and Kendall, 2011).

Yet such critiques, and the challenge they set for voluntary sector studies, have failed
to prompt an emergence of studies which do consider the voluntary sector, and the
organisations and actors working within the voluntary sector, as active agents. This
problem, Acheson (2014) suggests, is theoretical in nature, partly due to the
prevalence of an economic paradigm framing much extant voluntary sector research.
Such a framework presents change as an exogenous force, to which voluntary sector
actors are forced to respond. It is important to recognise the problems associated
with presenting this grouping of organisations as passive within its context, or as
‘cultural dopes’ subject to the work of more powerful actors such as the state (Hirsch
and Lounsbury, 1997). Alongside this, it is also important to be aware of the
alternative extreme, which would cast actors within voluntary organisations as heroic,
and able to act entirely independently of their context, unconstrained by their

environment (Hwang and Colyvass, 2011).

Considering the tendency within much voluntary sector scholarship to treat voluntary
organisations as responsive, or passive within their broader contexts, herein lays a
significant gap in voluntary sector research: how can we begin to understand the work
of actors within voluntary sector organisations as something other than responsive?
How can scholars attempt to study the interface between the state and individual
voluntary organisations, or the actors within these organisations? Acheson (2014)
suggests that we start to explore how dominant ideas or narratives are:

“reinforced, confirmed, scaled down through beliefs, choices, everyday actions

of social actors such that civil society becomes a site for translating narratives

into practices” (Acheson, 2014: 294)

In a similar vein, several scholars (see for example Coule & Patmore, 2013; Zilber 2002)
have started to call for the exploration of the processes by which voluntary sector
actors appropriate the dominant narratives presented to them, and translate such
narratives into micro processes or practices. It has been suggested that such an

3



exploration will help to develop understanding of, “the extent to which these micro
processes are themselves active contributors to, and perhaps an essential part of,
larger processes of change” (Acheson, 2014: 295). This thesis responds to such call for
scholars to explore how actors at the local or micro level engage and rework ideas
which are presented at the societal level. In developing a better understanding of how
the interplay between societal-level ideas and individual actors might be playing-out,
this thesis can support subsequent studies of the ways in which micro level actors from
within the voluntary sector may, in-turn, be effecting change. In other words, if
current voluntary sector scholarship presents the sector as responsive, we need to
consider how this assumption can be empirically explored and challenged. This thesis

offers one way of exploring this relationship via a study of ideas.

Much is written about ideas, and one important aspect of ideational scholarship sees
ideas as narratives which shape our understandings (Schmidt, 2008). Within
institutional theory, scholars have explored the concept of ‘institutional messages’ —
which are communications which establish meaning systems and are, “created in an
inter-organizational environment that transcend particular settings, interactants and
organizations” (Lammers, 2011: 19) — which is thus considered a vehicle for the
communication of ideas. Strands of scholarship within political science and
institutional theory which consider ideas (see Baumgartner, 2012; Hall, 1993; Schmidt,
2008) often do so in terms of how ideas become powerful narratives, how ideas enter
government policy, and how such ideas change over time. These bodies of literature
all cénsider ideas within the realm of the state and the policy community. Therefore
once again, we are faced with the issue of a lack of extant work which explores what
happens at the interface within which ideas are received and used or appropriated at

the micro level of individuals within organisations.

It is important to note that scholars (Acheson, 2014; Dacin et al, 2002) suggest that
there is a lack of studies which consider how micro level processes (the practices of
voluntary sector actors, for example) might be contributing ideas back to the process
of change. This would be an appropriate critique of the ideational literatures cited
above, in that the active agents within these literatures are the policy-making

‘community’ alone. This thesis explores an important aspect of this critique: what are



the processes through which voluntary sector actors might appropriate the ideas

presented to them through institutional messages and to what end?

The study of ideas conveyed through institutional messages thus offers a useful
avenue into exploring the processes taking place at the level of individual actors within
voluntary organisations, as well as processes at the societal level. In exploring the
narratives of individual actors (employed staff and trustees) from within local
infrastructure organisations, this study seeks to understand the processes by which
these actors are engaging with the ideas we see presented within societal level
institutional messages: are ideas rejected, adopted or appropriated within individual
narratives? The aim of this study is to explore these micro-level processes, and in so
doing, consider the extent to which an ideational study can illuminate active work
taking place at the micro level within individual voluntary organisations, positioning
voluntary sector actors as “situated agents rather than reified institutions and

organisations” (Acheson, 2014: 295).

Having explained why this study was important to pursue, and having located this
thesis within its specific context, it is necessary to now provide the background to the
academic study of voluntary organisations, and explore the key concepts used within

the thesis.

1.2 Key concepts and understandings: the voluntary sector

When presenting a study which focuses on voluntary sector organisations, it is
important within this introductory chapter to consider how the voluntary sector has
been characterised within extant literature, and how this study understands and uses
concepts regarding these organisations. This includes a discussion about the contested
nature of a ‘sector’, as well as an outline of the varying labels which are used to
describe this broad grouping of organisations (and activity) and why such a range of

labels exists.

Through historical and current debates it becomes clear that the concept of a
voluntary sector is a problematic grouping (see for example 6 and Leat, 1997). A key
debate which is ongoing in extant literature is how a voluntary sector is defined. It has
been suggested that different definitions are associated with the varying contexts

5



within which the sector is working (Alcock and Kendall, 2011), but the nuances of the
debates are important to highlight, and briefly discuss, because this contestation is an

important aspect of the context of this area of work.

Certain scholars have questioned the very notion of a voluntary sector, suggesting that
this concept had been constructed by committees tasked with reviewing voluntary
activity - Wolfenden in 1978 and Deakin in 1996 - alongside key figures within both the
government and voluntary organisations (6 and Leat, 1997). This is a particularly
interesting contextual debate for this study, as the empirical work on which this study
is built explores how documents and individual actors define and position the
voluntary sector. Another debate explores the diversity of the organisations which are
considered part of this sector, suggesting that a single definition, and the homogeneity
a single definition implies, would inevitably exclude some organisations (Halfpenny
and Reid, 2002). A slightly different angle on this debate is that all organisations
behave differently, even within similar contexts (for example organisations operating
within health and social care context) and therefore to suggest that there is a degree

of unity would be misleading (Johansson, 2003).

Coming out of these overarching debates, which are concerned with whether a sector
exists and why, is the notion that there are multiple labels used when referring to this
grouping of organisations (and activity), including voluntary sector (Kendall and Knapp,
1996), voluntary and community sector (Blackmore, 2004) and third sector (Kendall,
2000). There are subtle differences noted between different labels and the groups
they intend to include (whether a label encompasses social enterprise, for example),
and such definitional debates are arguably more useful when interrogating differences
within the sector. Certain contexts prefer a non-sector label, referring to ‘voluntary

action’ or ‘civil society organisations’ (Office of Civil Society, 2010).

A related debate was sparked by Kendall (2009) through his observation of an
emerging policy environment — labelled by Kendall as a ‘hyperactive horizontal policy
environment’ — which suggested that the voluntary sector had become a policy subject
in its own right. This has seen the emergence of a strand of voluntary sector policy,
which stands in contrast to other European countries, within which voluntary sector
activity has not attracted this kind of 'horizontal’ policy area, but rather remains

6
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The contested nature of the voluntary sector population is an important starting point
for any discussion which views the voluntary sector through an institutional lens.
Whether the grouping of sometimes disparate organisations into a sector is considered
an act of power and control by the state (6 and Leat, 1997), or indeed part of an
institutionalised myth (Beland, 2009) which enables organisations to draw upon
normative attributes and values, this is an institutional field which demands more
interrogation. Definition is particularly important within this study, because how the
voluntary sector is defined by others (such as the state) is central to the role identity
assigned to the sector, and articulated within the national documents to be explored.
When an entity (or grouping, such as the voluntary sector) is defined, that definition
encapsulates identity as well as providing cues about what an audience can expect

from such organisations or groupings (Glynn and Navis, 2013).

The complexities surrounding how we define the voluntary sector raises one set of
questions which need to be highlighted and discussed. However, this study does not
seek to advance definitional debates, but rather sets out to explore how the state
positions the voluntary sector within national documents. Leading on from this, a
study which is positioned as one which explores the relationship between the
voluntary sector and the state, raises the subsequent question about what is meant by

‘the state’.

The term ‘state’ is used within this study whilst acknowledging that the term is
problematic, and therefore demands definition and explanation. A study of the
relationship between the voluntary sector and the state could be approached from
numerous different angles, because there are multiple relationships which are playing-
out between statutory and voluntary sector actors. Within this study, the term ‘state’
is used in order to refer to the government at the national level. Within the first
empirical chapter, the state is referred to as the author of documents under
consideration. As with the term ‘voluntary sector’, it is important to acknowledge the
imperfect nature of a single label when referring to something as complex and multi-
faceted as the state. However, for the purposes of this thesis, a single label has been

adopted due to the study’s focus on the national documents of the central state.



(H

E

5 2
6 /
5
,,C: A
5
6
5
5
5 5
5
C



@6

/0

.**+)

.+

16

/0

()

EG6



57

8 ,99:

8 &

57

8 &

(H 5

7 5
( ?
.**9:6
8 ,99 2
(
1
(5
7 5
K
5
5 7
5
5 8 1
7:@ 8
LX* Q9
( .**+:6 [/
81 5
5

19*



5 F
2 4 7 (
( 5 5 5 (
( ( 5 5 ? 8 ,,CL
5

—_— * 5 (

5 ? 7 5

5 5 5
0 5 5 ( 2

5 ( (
( 82 05 RAEN
5 ( ( 5 5
5 ( 8 5 5
3 5 5 5 (
5 5 5 5
5 6 5
5 5 7 (5 6
/ 75 ( E
( **+) . ( 5 5 5
8 5 6 |/ 5 7+
(5 5 5 55
7 5
2 5 5 5 ? (
5 7
5 5 7



5:6 7 $" 1

2 ?
5 5 55
5
5 4 5 8%
5 (
/10 6 2
4 ( 8 6@
( ?
5 7 2 5
5 5
5 (
6
2 5 5 5
1 8 @: 5
5 ?
5 2 5 5
? 5 57 .* *L 57
5 ? 6
5 5 (
(5 5 5
5

( 6 2 (
( 5 5 5

5 5 E 5 E

6

2 5 7

5

,,9:6 2

76 2






1.6 Structure of the thesis

It is important to explain and justify my particular approach to writing this thesis, as it
does not take a traditional form which would most likely follow the introduction with
the literature chapter(s), then present the methodology followed by the empirical
material. The decision not to follow such a structure, however, was a conscious and
deliberate one, guided by my approach to the research process. The research process
was iterative, and was very much led by the data as it was gathered and analysed.
Although a broad range of reading informed the early stages of the project, as soon as
the first phase of the research was underway, the data being gathered and the ongoing
analysis that | was undertaking, guided the areas of literature subsequently engaged
with. The iterative process meant that the data analysis and theoretical engagement

continually informed one another.

The thesis is therefore faithful to the chronology of the research process. It did not
appear coherent to try to extract the literatures from the discussion and present them
before the empirical work, as they were so closely entwined throughout the research
process. Instead, the structure of the thesis reflects the project’s iterative approach,
with literature being presented to theoretically sensitise the data within the three
central chapters: Chapters 4, 5 and 6. These chapters are not simply presenting the
empirical work, therefore, but rather embed the research within the literatures and
theoretical concepts which helped to illuminate the data and the discussions
surrounding the implications for extant literature. For the same reason, there is not a
separate discussion chapter, as the discussion surrounding the implications of the data

are embedded within the three central chapters.

Within the empirical chapter which presents the analysis of national documents
(Chapter 4), the argument for using the concepts of institutional logics and institutional
messages is developed along with an analysis of the current state of play within these
streams of literature. Likewise, the concepts of institutional fields and field constraints
frames the second empirical chapter (Chapter 5), and the concept of identity work is
introduced in the third and final empirical chapter (Chapter 6). Due to this approach,
the thesis does not present separate chapters dealing with the theoretical

underpinnings for this thesis.

15



55

55



2. THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR AS AN OBJECT OF POLICY

This chapter considers how the relationship between the state and the voluntary
sector has been conceived and understood over time, and how this has involved the
emergence of the voluntary sector as an object of policy. Within this chapter, | reflect
on where this policy focus has come from and how it continues to develop. This
discussion is important because it provides the context for how the empirical work
contained within this study contributes to, and extends, ongoing debates about the

how the relationship is discursively presented.

As well as setting-out what this chapter aims to achieve, it is also important to clarify
what it does not try to do. The chapter has a specific aim of tracing and discussing how
the voluntary sector emerged within a policy context. This will involve a discussion of
key points in the history of the English context in order to explain how shifts may have
occurred. However, this will not be an exhaustive account of the history of voluntary
action within England. This undertaking would be far beyond the scope of this thesis,
but also divert from the specific task of contextualising and explaining where

contemporary debates are located.

A large proportion of the literature which forms the basis of this study is embedded
within the three empirical chapters (see the Introduction, Section 1.6 for a full
justification of this thesis structure) and this includes the institutional literature, which
provides the conceptual framework for the study. However, the literature exploring
how the changes and continuities in how the voluntary sector’s relationship with the
state has been discursively presented frames the arguments which | make throughout

this thesis, and it is therefore appropriate to consider this literature at this early point.

This will be a broadly chronological review of the extant literature which helps to
explain how the relationship has evolved and shifted. The starting point for this review
has been identified as a number of extant works suggest that the 16" Century is a
point which marks the rise of voluntary action outside of the auspices of religious
institutions (Deakin, 2001), and can thus be identified as an area of work or action in
its own right. This era has been labelled 'pre-policy' because this separates it from the

era of policy attention which focuses on the voluntary sector.

17



2.1 The State-Voluntary Sector relationship ‘pre-policy’

Within historical discussions of the voluntary sector, it is more coherent to consider
forms of ‘voluntary action’, as opposed to applying a sectoral label to an era within
which such groupings are less meaningful. The term ‘voluntary sector’ emerges within

discussions of the ‘policy’ era, and will be further explained therein.

Many contemporary accounts of the history of voluntary action and its relationship
with the state start at around the 16" Century, focusing on the dissolution of
monasteries, the resulting loss of a form of voluntary activity, and the steady rise of
state interventions from this period onwards (Davis Smith, 1995; Kendall and Knapp,
1996). Within such accounts, it is suggested that core social services such as health
provision to this point had been provided under the auspices of established religious
institutions (Davis Smith, 1995). Although voluntary action within this era has been
discussed in terms of its independence from the state, the evolution of the relationship
between the two sectors, and how it came to be characterised in later documents, was
influenced by significant developments in statutory legislation which impacted in one
way or another on forms of voluntary action. Despite the growth in statutory activity
in this broad field, this steady increase in what we would now recognise as statutory
activity happened alongside a formalising of philanthropy (Milbourne, 2013), and

voluntary action within and beyond the church continued to gfow in size.

It has been suggested that such historical accounts of voluntary action tend to focus
on one form of voluntary action — philanthropy - at the expense of a second form —
mutual aid (Rochester, 2013). Scholars such as Rochester (2013) describe the
emergence of modes of self-help, in the form of craft guilds and livery companies
between the 5 and 15" Centuries, highlighting the significance of these forms of
voluntary activity in terms of collective action to enabling workers to support
themselves outside of the auspices of any statutory context. Forms of mutual aid, such
as Friendly Societies, continued to be an important part of the landscape within
Britain, and this continued, largely intact, for the following 250 years (Deakin, 2001).
This division within accounts about the history of voluntary action, and its relationship

with the state, illuminates a definitional thorn in the side of voluntary action, which

18



still has resonance within current definitional arguments. This will be returned to a
little later in this chapter, with considerations of the emergence of social enterprise as
an acknowledged grouping within the broad umbrella of the voluntary sector, and the

impact this has had on sectoral boundaries.

The dissolution of the monasteries in the 16™ Century left significant gaps in the relief
of poverty, and this marks a point at which there is a shift in how the relationship
between the state and voluntary action is understood. In-part to meet the growing
needs of the poor, and to manage the public response, the ‘Charitable Trust’ was
established as a legal form within two Acts of Parliament in 1572 and 1601 (Rochester,
2013). The second of these set out the basic definition of charitable activity (Davis
Smith, 1995). The emergence of this structured form of charity was an attempt to
prevent activities conducted in the name of charity which were considered fraudulent
(Kendall and Knapp, 1996). This first attempt on the part of the state to define
charitable purposes, alongside the attempt to outlaw indiscriminate giving, marks an
important point in the evolution of the relationship between voluntary action and the
state, as this starts to shape how voluntary activities are understood and accounted for

by Government (Davis Smith, 1995).

Towards the end of the 18™ Century, a number of important social movements were
starting to emerge, which mark another developmental phase in how the relationship
between voluntary action and the state was understood. Movements such as the anti-
slavery movement emerged, which sought to persuade the state, influence change and
promote social justice (Rochester, 2013). Such action-focused movements were a
growing feature of society, and they are illustrative of the way in which such examples
of voluntary action were exerting pressure on state institutions. It was during this era
that the associational charity really grew in significance as a second form of voluntary

action (Davis Smith, 1995).

A key turning point in how the state-voluntary sector relationship was understood
occurred in 1834, with the passing into law of the Poor Law Amendment Act. This Act
effectively created two classes of poor: the deserving and the undeserving, thus
defining the ‘deserving’ who could receive charitable donations, and the ‘undeserving’,

who faced the Work House (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). This Act shifted how ‘the
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not pursued to any great extent within this empirical study, it is clearly an important
aspect of the development of voluntary action and its relationship with the state.
Understanding such debates does help to illuminate contemporary discussions in
terms of the definition of the voluntary sector, but also more nuanced debates about
preferred approaches to economic and social reform (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). As
this study explores how national documents and individual actors articulate the sector
and its identity, this aspect of the evolving nature of voluntary action is an important

feature.

From this point onwards, scholars describe the way in which debates flared up
regarding the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector (Cairns et al,
2005). With the relationship from the 16" Century onwards having been described in
terms of separate spheres, or parallel bars, Beatrice Webb and George Lansbury put
forth an alternative argument. In the Minority Report of the Royal Commission on the
Poor Laws (1909), they recommended that the relationship should in fact be
understood as resembling an extension ladder, with voluntary action complementing

and extending core state provision (Davis Smith, 1995; Taylor, 1994).

Although this argument was widely challenged when first published, it marked a shift
in the debates surrounding the relationship between the state and voluntary action, as
state-led activities grew, so did concerns that voluntary action would be displaced.
This era can be characterised in terms of the growing and more powerful position of
the state, often characterised in contemporary accounts as competing with the
existing, institutionalised voluntary activity leading up to this era. However, there
remained widespread gaps in what we may now understand as a social safety net,
illustrated by the ad-hoc coverage of Friendly Societies, and the categorising of the

undeserving poor.

2.2.1 The emergence of a ‘formal’ relationship: Charity Organising Society and

Councils of Social Service

Against the backdrop of the punitive era of the Poor Law, concerns about the vast but
uneven expansion of various forms of voluntary action within the 19" Century led to

the creation of the Charity Organisation Society (COS) in 1869 (Rochester, 2013). The
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action, as this intermediary role assigned to CVSs represents a formalising of the
relationship, and is a role which has remained. Since this time, the role of CVSs has

evolved’.

It was during the 1940s post World War II, when major welfare legislation heralded a
significant shift in the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector (Lewis,
1999). This era also marks the point during which the voluntary sector started to
feature within national government policy with regard to its actual or potential role in
the provision of welfare services. This period following World War Il therefore can be

labelled 'the policy era’'.

2.2 The relationship in the 'policy era'

The welfare legislation introduced in the 1940s could be regarded as marking a critical
shift in the institutional landscape of Britain, as the state took a dominant role within
the planning and delivery of core welfare services surrounding income and health
(Cairns et al, 2007; Kendall, 2009; Milbourne, 2013; Taylor and Lansley, 1992). At this
point, it has been argued that the role of voluntary action was institutionalised as
subordinate to the state (Kendall and Knapp, 1996). When considering how the
relationship between the state and voluntary action is discursively presented,
statutory legislation played its part in positioning the two sectors during this era, and
the statutory sector had assumed a position of greater responsibility and power, as
compared with voluntary organisations, who were characterised as supporting those

who had slipped through the net of welfare provision (Lewis, 1999).

As well as the reduction in demand for certain voluntary services, due to
developments such as the National Health Service, further shifts in statutory legislation
impacted on role of voluntary action. One example of this would be the national
health insurance scheme abolishing approved societies, thus severely restricting the
role of Friendly Societies, which had played an important role in administering health
insurance up until this time (Harris, 2010). Despite the decline of Friendly Societies, it

has been noted that the mutual aid tradition remains important in much present day

7 Local CVS went on the play a significant role within the New Labour administration, as these
administrations focused on partnership between the state and the voluntary sector — discussed further
in Chapter 4 of this thesis
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included the role that the voluntary sector could and indeed should play in civic
renewal (Carmel and Harlock, 2008). This shift saw the combining of aspects of neo-
liberalism displayed by the previous Conservative administration, with neo-
communitarian ideology (Fyfe, 2005; Haugh and Kitson, 2007). Ideas carried forwards
from the previous Conservative administration focused on the delivery of public
services by non-state organisations, and New Labour focused on growing the role of
the voluntary sector (Kelly, 2007). However, unlike the previous administration, New
Labour rhetoric couched the sector’s involvement in services in terms of the

contribution to civic renewal and fostering social capital (Fyfe, 2005).

The continuation of a neo-liberal approach involved the idea that services could best
be delivered outside of the state structure. Bringing in neo-communitarianism
involved a focus, not only on the role that the voluntary should play in service delivery
but also on the sector’s potential for supporting civic renewal, and in particular, the
fostering of social capital (Fyfe, 2005; Kelly, 2007). This is a term used to encapsulate
civic and community engagement, framed by shared values and cooperation (Johnston
& Percy-Smith, 2003). During this era, a sharp increase in the size of the voluntary
sector has been directly linked to the sector taking an increasing number of statutory
service contracts (Anheier, 2004; Lewis, 2005). Despite this growth, concerns about
the equality of the relationship between the voluntary sector and the state continued,
with concerns surfacing about the possibility of the sector being subsumed into the

state structure, signalling a complete loss of independence (Lewis, 2005).

This period also saw the emergence of ‘social enterprise’ as an important feature of
the discursive policy agenda relating to the voluntary sector (Teasdale, 2011).
Although the terminology is a relatively recent addition to national policy within the
UK, the social enterprise organisational form has its roots in the cooperative
movement which was particularly significant during the industrial revolution
(Sepulveda, 2014). As with the term ‘voluntary sector’, the term ‘social enterprise’ is
contested and debated (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). Seanor et al (2013) explore the
range of narratives at play surrounding the term ‘social enterprise’, suggesting the
dominance of a ‘grand narrative’ which emphasises how the efficient and reliable

enterprise is well-placed to deliver services.
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It has been argued that the inclusion of social enterprise within documents of the New
Labour era was initially linked to particular area-based social exclusion initiatives, but
subsequently became embedded as a possible solution across a range of government
priorities (Teasdale, 2011), emphasising aspects of this ‘grand narrative’. The
normative values often ascribed to social enterprise, and embedded within such a
grand narrative (i.e. business-like principles and behaviours), have been associated
with the marketization of the third sector (Hogg and Baines, 2011) which have sparked
debates within the sector regarding the threats to voluntary sector distinctiveness

(Eikenberry and Kluver, 2004).

What is particularly significant within the coyntext of this study is the way in which
policy discourses surrounding the third sector have conflated concepts of social
enterprise with concepts of charity within contemporary policy. This has had the
effect of shifting normative understandings about the nature of what the voluntary
sector is. The divisions which were prevalent within the 19" century (explored above)
in terms of traditional charitable activity, and the cooperative movement which sought
a move away from charity, are therefore ignored within such a shift in policy

discourses.

One focal point of the New Labour administration’s relationship with the voluntary
sector was the development of the Compact, an agreement between the state and the
voluntary sector on developing a new relationship between the sectors, primarily
focusing on policy and fostering a partnership approach (Morison, 2000). Some in the
sector welcomed this development as an indication of the sector’s potential role in
shaping policy and practice. Others, however, have suggested that the Compact has
been a force for increasing professionalisation of the sector, and more sinister still, a

potential source of co-option, coercion and control (Morison, 2000; Fyfe, 2005).

An aspect of the New Labour administration's relationship with the voluntary sector
was the continuation of the previous Conservative administration’s policy of
contracting organisations within the voluntary sector to deliver more and more public
services. New Labour couched the trend not in the rhetoric of ‘rolling back the state’
but rather in the language of social capital, and community cohesion. This increasing

role in public service delivery meant that some organisations within the sector were
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becoming more bureaucratised (Fyfe, 2005) introducing policies and procedures, in
order to ‘gear themselves up’ to deliver public service contracts (Carmel & Harlock,
2008). Government promoted and assisted this change, through funds such as

‘Futurebuilders’.

When the Conservative Party and Liberal Democrat Party formed a coalition
administration following the general election in 2010, the place of an emerging policy
agenda, the 'Big Society' (Cameron, 2010), was confirmed. Of particular interest to the
voluntary sector was the degree to which community groups and charities featured in
the Big Society rhetoric. As well as referring to 'communities’, a section of the policy
commitments within this emerging policy area was dedicated to 'co-ops, mutuals,
charities and social enterprises' (Conservative Party, 2008). Part of the Big Society
solution was the increased role for such groups to play in delivering services and
supporting communities, increasingly taking on the role of the public sector. The
embedding of such ideas may continue to reshape the institutional framework in terms

of the kinds of activities, and identities, pursued by voluntary organisations.

Prior to being elected as part of a Coalition administration in 2010, the Conservative
Party had outlined their proposals to depart from the public spending programme
which had been pursued by the preceding New Labour administration (Snowdon,
2010). These proposals were subsequently realised early into the Coalition’s first term
in government, as the administration initiated a programme of significant fiscal
contraction (Taylor-Gooby and Stoker, 2011). These policy shifts and fiscal contraction
have been presented via discourses of ‘austerity’ (Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012) and
‘deficit reduction’, (Macmillan, 2011). Some suggest that this has enabled the
Coalition administration to move away from any echoes of a liberal collectivist
approach which may have been detected under the previous New Labour
administration (Grimshaw and Rubery, 2012), and enact a stronger neo-liberal
ideology, shrinking the state welfare apparatus and justifying subsequent welfare
reforms (Gough, 2011). It has been suggested that this effectively further embeds
market principles across the board (Kamat, 2004; Taylor-Gooby, 2012).

Local government, a key funder of the sector, has faced a disproportionately high level

of funding cuts (Lowndes and Pratchett, 2012), and this in turn has led to service cuts
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and job losses (Grimshaw and Rubery, 2012) in both local government and the
voluntary sector. The Big Society, an intended leitmotif for this new relationship
between state and sector, focused on shifts to decentralise power to communities,
and reform public services, in such a way that non-state service providers are intended
to deliver a higher proportion of public services than has previously been the case
(Macmillan, 2013). The Big Society will be returned to within Chapter 4, as the ideas

which have been used to construct the agenda are explored.

This analysis of the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector across
these eras (between 1978 and 2015) reflects a problem with existing analyses in this
field. Whilst recognising that this institutional shift at the national level is an important
factor to explore in the changing relationship between the sectors across these eras,
there is a lack of consideration for the role of the voluntary organisations themselves,
and the actors working and volunteering within them. It has been suggested that
current debates surrounding this relationship tend to focus on the state’s intentions to
‘harness’ the voluntary sector (Baines et al, 2011; Macmillan, 2010), and voluntary
sector scholarship commonly frames the state-sector relationship as if voluntary
organisations "were injured parties being compelled to adapt to survive" (Acheson,
2014 : 293). Both such suggestions point to how the state is presented in the powerful

position, with the voluntary sector cast in a position of responding to the state.

Moreover, extant studies fall short of making an empirical link between the ideas
constructed and conveyed by the state within national documents and the ways in
which those working and volunteering within voluntary organisations receive and work
with these ideas within their own discursive strategies. For example, in his work
exploring the horizontal policy environment in the UK, Kendall (2009) provides an
analysis of the policy environment for voluntary sector organisations, but makes
reference only to the headline responses of national infrastructure bodies, as well as
focusing on a small number of "key players" (p83) within the policy context. This work
does not engage empirically with how policy outlined within the study is received and
responded to. The agency of voluntary organisational actors, and the work they
undertake, has not been sufficiently considered within this view of the evolving
relationship alongside this societal-view of the exogenous impacts of policy

developments.
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2.3 Conclusion

This chapter has explored how the voluntary sector emerged as an object of
government policy, looking back to accounts of voluntary action in the 16" Century,
and considering how the political landscape shifted over time, up to the Coalition
Administration of 2010. This discussion has summarised how the relationship between
the voluntary action, and then the voluntary sector, and the state over time has been
discussed within extant voluntary sector scholarship and has thus provided the context

within which this study is located.

Understanding how the concept of a ‘voluntary sector’ emerged, and the debates
which surround this, helps to contextualise a study which explores the characterisation
of the sector and the state, and the relationship between them, in both national
documents and actor accounts. In understanding the definitional and identity debates
which have been taking place over time, we can better understand how contemporary
discursive strategies are part of an older story of shifting roles and relationships, cast
within a changing state policy context. Such definitional debates are an important part
of the context, but it is important to reiterate that it has been necessary for this study
to adopt a definition of the voluntary sector, (see p7 of the Introduction) within which

this empirical work is located.

The chapter which follows (Chapter 3) presents the methodology which guided this

research project.
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The ‘micro’ (organisational) aspect of the research explored the accounts of
organisational actors within local infrastructure organisations. This involved
developing an understanding about how actors actively reworked societal ideas within
their own narratives. The micro-level research strategy involved a series of semi-
structured qualitative interviews with organisational actors undertaken in two phases

(explained in more detail in Section 3.4 below).

An interpretive perspective guided this study, acknowledging that individuals have
their own world views and perspectives. The aim of the micro-level strand of the
research endeavour was to develop a better understanding of those multiple views,
and consider what such an understanding could tell us about the institutional context
and the agency of organisational actors. An abductive research strategy was created
through the design of this project. Such a strategy takes seriously the social world
view of the actors involved, and focuses on better understanding the actor accounts

through exploring their language (Blaikie, 2000).

The interpretive perspective enabled the study to take seriously the interpretations of
actors, acknowledging that, although actors exist within a structural and institutional
context (Johnson et al, 2006) an actor’s knowledge of the world is based on how they
understand and reflect on their experiences (Snape and Spencer, 2003). Enabling an
actor to speak for themselves does not mean that interpretive research views actors’
accounts an unproblematic ‘truths’, but rather understands that "views, truths and
conceptions of the real can never be wholly ripped away from the people who

experience them" (Plummer, 1983: 57).

When embarking on an interpretive study, it is important to discuss the evaluative
quality criteria against which such research should be judged. A mistake sometimes
made within some extant research which is purportedly conducted within an
interpretive framework, is to attempt to apply evaluative criteria which is associated
with positivistic research, for example generalisability and objectivity (Johnson et al,
2006; Prasad and Prasad, 2002). An interpretive study is concerned with developing an
in-depth understanding of particular accounts (Stake, 1995) rather than seeking to
generalise findings across a population of organisations, for example. Similarly,

objectivity is not sought within an interpretive study, but rather the subjective nature
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