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Main points
It is just over two years since David Cameron was elected as British Prime Minister. Since 
his election, Cameron has implemented a range of policy changes that are considered to have 
‘redefined the role of the state’ and, correspondingly, the roles of the private and community 
sectors. These ‘Big Society’ changes were first articulated by Phillip Blond, director of UK think 
tank ResPublica in his 2010 book ‘Red Tory’. Blond drew on ideas, assumptions, values and 
policies that have previously been associated with the ‘Third Way’, including a commitment to a 
smaller state and an expanded role for the community sector.

Cameron drew on Blond’s ideas in the context of major cuts to public spending, and many critics 
view ‘Big Society’ as a new way of presenting a longstanding neoliberal preference for shrinking 
government through budget cuts, privatisation and outsourcing. The UK’s ‘Big Society’ changes 
have certainly enabled an expanded role for corporations in the provision of public services. By 
commissioning services to ‘any willing provider’ the UK Government has contracted corporations 
to play a dominant role in delivering a wide range of services that were previously administered 
by public servants or community groups. Some ‘Big Society’ champions espouse ‘private sector 
primacy’ – the belief that businesses are intrinsically more effective and efficient than public 
sector organisations. Cameron and other Ministers associated with the ‘Big Society’ changes have 
promoted the idea of funding a more diverse range of service providers including new or hybrid 
forms of service delivery organisations such as mutuals, spin-outs and cooperatives. In reality, 
existing corporations have dominated the outsourcing process. Despite Cameron’s enthusiasm 
for philanthropy and social investment, these alternative revenue streams have failed to fill the 
gap left by the withdrawal of government.

Impacts on diversity of providers

 » Corporations and the largest charities have dominated the commissioning 
process: 35 of 40 Work Programme (employment agency) contracts were awarded 
to corporations, dominated by large corporations such as Deloitte, A4e and Serco.

Cameron, like Blond, has argued that citizens and community groups can reduce their dependence 
on the state by exercising responsibility and self-direction. His ‘Big Society’ changes, however, 
have been criticised by many community leaders for their negative impacts on the voluntary sector. 
In the UK, as in Australia, volunteers already play a major role in the lives of their communities. 
Cameron’s changes assume that community members are willing to commit much more time and 
energy to providing services previously delivered by public servants: an assumption that is not 
supported by surveys and potentially compounds existing inequalities.

‘Big Society’, volunteerism and the community sector

 » About 40% of citizens in both countries volunteer each year. Australia is ranked third 
on the World Giving Index which amalgamates three ‘giving’ behaviours: helping a 
stranger, volunteering time and giving money (we were number one in 2010).

 » Australia’s not-for-profit sector organisations employ 900,000 people and 
generate approximately $43 billion per annum, 4 per cent of Australia’s GDP.

 » Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ changes include a £5 billion funding cut for the UK’s 
community sector (2012-2014).

 » 2,000 UK charities experienced funding cuts of £110 million in 2011.

 » During 2010-11, the number of people employed in the UK’s community sector fell 
by 70,000 (9 per cent of its workforce).



6

Big Society and Australia

The UK’s ‘Big Society’ appeals to widely-held values about citizen empowerment, co-production, 
diversity and community autonomy while implementing changes that have transferred public 
wealth to corporations, disempowered non-government organisations and weakened the public 
sector. These changes have coincided with two national budgets that have slashed public sector 
funding, resulting in massively reduced local government budgets and community sector funding 
and the retrenchment of hundreds of thousands of public servants. ‘Big Society’ has generated 
widespread criticism and sparked a social movement that upholds some of its values – such as 
the support for a strong and diverse community sector, and the need for public services to be 
responsive and accountable to their users – while rejecting Cameron’s policies and programs.

‘Big Society’ budget cuts

 » Cameron’s first budget included an £81 billion cut in public spending over four 
years including an average 19 per cent budget cut to government agencies, 60 per 
cent cut to the budget for new public housing and £7 billion cut to the welfare 
budget.

 » The UK’s public service is expected to shrink by up to 710,000 public servants over 
six years.

 » Local government budgets were cut by more than a quarter in 2010-11 resulting in 
staff cuts of 10-20 per cent and widespread cuts to programs.

 » During 2010-11, public sector employment fell by 4.3 per cent. Private sector 
employment increased by 1.5 per cent.

In Australia, ‘Big Society’ ideas are generating interest and support amongst conservative think 
tanks and politicians. During Phillip Blond’s Australian visit in mid-2011, he was introduced as 
a “friend of Australia” by Tony Abbott to address a forum convened by the Liberal Party’s think 
tank, the Menzies Research Institute. During his visit, Blond briefed senior Liberals and local 
government officials. Elements of Cameron’s agenda have been endorsed by the Centre for Civil 
Society, the Centre for Social Impact, the Sydney Institute and by the Institute of Public Affairs 
whose director, John Roskam, urged Tony Abbott to adopt the ‘Big Society’ program.

This report presents a comprehensive analysis of the UK’s ‘Big Society’ policies and programs 
and examines their potential impact if adopted and implemented in Australia. It is intended to 
contribute to an informed debate about the merits of ‘small government’ ideologies and policies 
that often receive less than critical media and political commentary here.
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1: Declaring war on the public sector

    

Bush declared war on terror, Blair declared war on crime and it’s like Cameron 
has declared war on the public sector.

Police Constable Clive Chamberlain1

Introduction
The United Kingdom is in the throes of a historic reconfiguration of public, private and community 
sectors: the “biggest shakeup of what the state provides in half a century.”2 This report traces the 
rise of ‘Big Society’, a set of government policies and programs championed by UK think tank 
ResPublica and its director Phillip Blond, and examines the significance of these changes and 
their potential impact in Australia.

David Cameron was elected British Prime Minister in May 2010. Having formed government 
Cameron released his ‘Big Society’ manifesto, which promised to “redefine the role of the state as 
a provider of public services.”3 Communicated as a strategy to empower communities, encourage 
a diversity of service providers, and foster volunteerism and mutualism, the ‘Big Society’ changes 
have been accompanied by an £81 billion reduction in public spending, including massive local 
government cuts, reducing the number of government employees by up to 710,000 over six 
years and effectively dismantling the National Health System. These changes have galvanised an 
energetic national debate about the role of the state in British society. By contrast, the size, role 
and function of government receive much less critical debate in Australia. Our research shows 
that there are compelling reasons to invigorate this debate. Some elements of ‘Big Society’ have 
been present at both the state and federal levels of government in Australia for many years. From 
the impact of the much more rapid and systematic implementation of this approach in the UK, we 
can learn a great deal about the implications of similar trends in Australia.

This report coincides with a rising interest in small government here in Australia. Opposition 
Leader Tony Abbott and Shadow Treasurer Joe Hockey have both championed policies that 
would significantly diminish the role of the public sector. Some policies that bear a resemblance 
to ‘Big Society’ have recently been introduced in Western Australia4 and others are believed to 
have been recommended by a recent Victorian audit commission report.5 It is timely to examine 
how one expression of ‘small government’ is being implemented in a nation very similar to our 
own.
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Research methodology
This multi-method study utilised qualitative and quantitative research methods as summarised 
in Tables 1 and 2 (below).

Table 1: Methods employed for ‘Big Society’ research

Literature review

Our analysis of ‘Big Society’ is informed by a synthesis of public 
policy documents published in the United Kingdom by the British 
Government and the corresponding commentary and analysis of non-
government organizations.

Semi-structured 
interviews

Interviews were conducted face-to-face or by telephone. 

Throughout this report, verbatim quotations from these interviews are 
identified with the symbol   .

Quantitative 
analysis

Analysis of volunteer data and other indicators of community sector 
service provision from sources including reports published by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics and Productivity Commission. 

Media monitoring 
and analysis

CPD began monitoring ‘Big Society’ in early 2011. Our analysis of public 
sector issues identified the changes occurring in the United Kingdom as 
the most controversial public sector intervention. During the last year, 
we have collected and analysed more than 400 articles from media 
outlets including: 

 » UK print media: The Guardian; The Telegraph; The Mirror; 
New Statesman; The Independent; Leicestershire Mercury; 
The Morning Star

 » Australian print media: The Sydney Morning Herald; The 
Australian; The Age; The Canberra Times

 » International print media: Wall Street Journal; The 
Monthly; New Yorker; Huffington Post; The Globe and 
Mail; The Vancouver Sun

 » Journals: The Political Quarterly; Dissent; Cosmopolitan 
Civil Societies; Grantham Journal 

 » Online media and electronic newsletters: ABC; BBC; Online 
Opinion; Politics First; Public Finance; Financial News; 
Rabble; EGov Monitor; Third Sector; The Financial Times; 
Left Foot Forward; Insight Public Affairs; Grist; Review; 
Recruiter

Political 
commentary

A comprehensive analysis of commentary by Australia politicians: CPD 
researchers analysed the Hansard Parliamentary record from 2007-
12 and political commentary reported by the mainstream Australian 
media during 2011-12.
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The study was informed by interviews with twelve prominent public sector commentators, leaders 
in the not-for-profit sector and public administration researchers including five professors of 
public administration. These interviewees included people whose positions on ‘Big Society’ were 
understood to be strongly supportive and others who were expected to be strongly opposed to 
these changes. Verbatim quotations from these interviews are included in this report to illustrate 
their range of perspectives, and not to suggest that their views are either authoritative or 
uncontested. Quotes from interviews should not be assumed to represent the views of the Centre 
for Policy Development, and interviewees should not be assumed to agree with the conclusions 
reached in this report. 

Table 2: Interviewees

Interviewee Organisation and position

Dr Tessa Boyd-
Caine 

Australian Council of Social Service (Deputy CEO)

Professor Geoff 
Gallop

University of Sydney (Professor of Public Policy)  
Former Premier of Western Australia

Vern Hughes Centre for Civil Society (Director)

Ged Kearney Australian Council of Trade Unions (President) 

Professor Richard 
Mulgan

Australian National University (Professor Emeritus, Crawford School of 
Economics and Government) 
Author: Holding Power to Account. Accountability in Modern 
Democracies, Palgrave Macmillan 2003.

Rev. Elenie Poulos Uniting Justice Australia (National Director)

Professor Peter 
Shergold

University of New South Wales, Centre for Social Impact 
Australia’s Public Service Commissioner (1995-98) 
Secretary, Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (2003-08)

Martin Stewart-
Weeks 

Institute of Public Administration Australia (Policy Submissions Sub-
committee) 
Australian Social Innovation Exchange (Chair) 
CISCO (Senior Director, Public Sector) 
Martin contributed in a personal capacity. 

Cath Smith Victorian Council of Social Service (CEO)

Eric Sidoti Whitlam Institute (Director)

Professor Paul 
Smyth

University of Melbourne (Professor of Public Policy) 
Brotherhood of Saint Laurence (Director of Research)

Professor Helen 
Sullivan

The University of Melbourne 
(Director, Centre for Public Policy)
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The scope and methodology of this study was determined by available time and other resources. 
These constraints mean that this report does not purport to provide a comprehensive analysis 
of the political theories that shape ‘Big Society’. In particular it does not cover the theological 
elements of the ‘Big Society’ ideology or the religious orientations of its advocates and detractors. 
Each of these topics warrant investigation in their own right. Issues that emerged during this 
study such as the accountability and transparency of public services and the merits of ‘coproduced 
services’ (the idea of delivering public services in collaboration with their users)6 warrant further 
in-depth exploration in their own right, but were considered beyond the scope of this report..

‘Big Society’ ideas and their origins
‘Big Society’ is generally attributed to Phillip Blond, a theologian, lecturer and founder-director 
of the conservative UK think tank ResPublica. Blond was an advisor to David Cameron before 
the 2010 election and published his prescriptions for downsizing the state in his book Red Tory: 
How the left and right have broken Britain and how we can fix it.7 There are other explanations 
for where ‘Big Society’ originated. Some attribute the ideas and their branding to Steve Hilton8 

who was another of Cameron’s strategic advisers.9

The ideology underlying ‘Big Society’ echoes former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s 
relentless rejection of the welfare state. Like Thatcher, Blond’s ideas are a reaction to what he 
calls ‘passive welfare dependence’. ‘Big Society’ appeals to ‘strict parent’ rhetoric10 and asserts 
that citizens have a “moral obligation to undertake voluntary activity in the community and to 
take responsibility for their own individual welfare needs.”11

    

You know, there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women, 
and there are families. And no government can do anything except through 
people, and people must look to themselves first.12

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, 1987

Unlike Thatcher, who remained committed to a strong state in order to enforce market 
mechanisms, Cameron has advocated a transfer of risk and responsibility to citizens, a stance 
that has been described as anti-state.13 In this sense, Cameron’s philosophy is more in line with 
the neoliberal idea of ‘private sector primacy’, which CPD fellow Ian McAuley summarises as the 
conviction that “the private sector is always to be preferred to government, regardless of evidence 
or argument.”14 In Australia, private sector primacy is expressed by commentators such as Gary 
Sturgess who has argued that,

The public generally believes that the private sector is more efficient than the public 
sector. By and large, they don’t need to be convinced that - where performance can be 
measured - the private sector delivers better outcomes than government, particularly 
when it is exposed to competition.15
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Sturgess was Cabinet Secretary in Premier Nick Greiner’s New South Wales government and 
directed the Serco Institute from 2003-2011. His summary of community attitudes contradicts 
many of the studies of community attitudes. CPD’s recent ‘State of the Service’ report16   

synthesised attitudinal studies conducted in Australia during the last twenty years and revealed 
a strong preference for public sector service delivery, enduring opposition to privatisation and a 
higher level of confidence in public institutions than in major companies.

From this premise that the public sector is inherently ineffective and inefficient, ‘Big Society’ 
asserts that societies should rely instead on the community sector. Blond and other ‘Big Society’ 
champions invoke the concept of the ‘little platoon’, which was first described in 1790 by 
Edmund Burke, the ‘father of modern conservatism’. ‘Platoons’ (an oddly militarist expression) 
of community members, Burke argued, are the “cornerstone of loyalty to nation and humankind” 
and serve to organise self-directing communities. Community involvement in directing and 
controlling local services also formed part of George Bush’s “compassionate conservatism” 
speeches during the 2000 US Presidential campaign. Like Blond, Cameron and Thatcher, Bush 
advocated “competition by private groups for the provision of public services” and sought to 
“usher in the responsibility era.”17

The idiosyncratic blend of values woven to craft ‘Big Society’ also resonates with the ‘Third Way’, 
a doctrine that embraces the value of community, a commitment to equality of opportunity, an 
emphasis on responsibility and a belief in accountability.18 Third Way politics have been embraced 
by former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, US President Bill Clinton, German Chancellor 
Gerhart Schröder and former Labor opposition leader Mark Latham.19 Like Third Way, ‘Big 
Society’ envisages a smaller state.

The relationship between the public, community and corporate sectors is depicted in simplified 
form in the two following figures. The difference between the first and second figures is intended 
to signify ‘Big Society’ changes – a contraction of the state (or public sector) and corresponding 
expansion of the size, scope and resourcing of the private (or corporate) and community sector. 
The most substantial difference, at least in theory, between ‘Big Society’ and the longstanding 
neoliberal approach to small government is the idea that the community sector should take over 
at least as many of the former functions of government as the private sector. This stated difference 
increased its appeal to several community sector advocates, although its appeal waned for many20 
once it became clear that it would be accompanied by major community sector funding cuts 
and would be implemented in a way that continued to advantage large corporations over small 
community organisations.

In Chapter 7, we suggest an alternative way of thinking about the relationship between sectors. 
Rather than assuming that the corporate and community sectors will always perform better 
than the public sector and should therefore grow at its expense, we propose an approach that 
recognizes the different and complementary benefits provided by each sector, ensuring that they 
are each strong enough to play to their strengths.
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Figure 1: Status quo: three sectors

Figure 2: ‘Big Society’ reconfiguration
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‘Big Society’ doublespeak 
The tensions and contradictions of ‘Big Society’ have energised a public and political debate. 
The dynamic relationship between the public, community and corporate sectors as providers of 
community services is infrequently debated in Australian television and print media news. In 
contrast, ‘Big Society’ and the issues it raises are the subject of sustained, detailed and often 
heated debate in the UK. This has meant that the conversation about the relationship between 
sectors is no longer restricted to obscure journals, columns and blogs, as it often is in Australia. 
A Google search for ‘Big Society’ returns approximately 50 million results (32,000 results from 
Google News), and it frequently dominates the mainstream media in the UK.

It is a highly polarised debate, characterised by elaborate public relations strategies, emotive 
appeals and a constant tension between those ideals and their implementation. ‘Big Society’ 
framing and its persuasive and misleading language is explored in Chapter 6 of this report.

‘Big Society’ has a carefully crafted rhetorical foundation. Few people would refute the assertion 
that society is a good thing. Who wouldn’t want a bigger one? Beneath this simple logic, the ‘Big 
Society’ mantra promises outcomes that are embraced widely and deeply: decentralising power 
from government and dispersing it more widely to communities and individuals; allowing citizens 
more control over their lives; encouraging cooperation and initiative; inclusive governance and 
co-production (collaboration between providers and users in service design or delivery). ‘Big 
Society’ critics rarely question these aims. In fact, many support them wholeheartedly. But the 
impacts of many ‘Big Society’ programs have contradicted and undermined these ideals. This 
stark contrast is captured in the table below.
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Table 3: ‘Big Society’ rhetoric and impacts

Rhetoric Impacts

Provide “more of what you 
want” (i.e. services).21

 » £81 billion cut in public spending over four years including 
an average 19 per cent budget cut to government agencies, 
60 per cent cut to the budget for new public housing and £7 
billion cut to the welfare budget.22

 » 710,000 public sector jobs to go over six years.23 
 » Health care provisioning broken up and outsourced in a 

way that has been described as ‘dismantling’ the National 
Health Service.24

Enable a diversity of service 
providers including new 
entrants to reduce reliance 
on government services 
and increase the voluntary 
sector’s involvement. 

 » Corporations and the largest charities have dominated 
the commissioning process: 35 of 40 Work Programme 
(employment agency) contracts were awarded to 
corporations, dominated by large corporations such as 
Deloitte, A4e and Serco.25

Foster localism; more 
freedom and local control.

 » Local government budgets were cut by more than a quarter 
in 2010-11 resulting in widespread cuts to programs and 
staffing of 10-20 per cent and flow-on impacts on volunteer 
support and coordination.

Support community 
initiatives: “The Big 
Society bank that can lend 
money and grant money to 
organizations… who want 
to expand and grow and 
do… brilliant things.” 26

 » Community sector funding cuts of between £3-5 billion are 
expected between 2012 and 201427

 » 2,000 charities experienced funding cuts of £110 million in 
2011.28

Encourage volunteerism 
and a more ‘socially 
active’ Britain: citizens 
have “a moral obligation 
to undertake voluntary 
activities” and to “do their 
“duty” by running services 
themselves. 29

 » National Citizen Service for thousands of teenagers in 
2012, increasing to 90,000 by 2014. When it was initially 
proposed, this program was to have been compulsory 
and involved the military. Employment programs have 
compelled some welfare recipients to discontinue their 
volunteerism.

Ensure accountability 
through a ‘payment on 
results’ approach.

 » Southern Cross, a corporate-run chain of aged care 
facilities, received public funding, realised a profit of £600 
million then collapsed, leaving 30,000 people at risk.

 » The chair of A4e, a for-profit employment services provider, 
paid herself over £8 million in dividends in 2011, whilst 
the company was accused of failing to meet targets. A fraud 
inquiry was launched into the company in February 201230

Leverage philanthropy and 
social investment.

 » In 2010, only 10 organisations invested ‘meaningful 
injections’ of capital into the existing ‘social investment 
market’; just 6 contributed 90 per cent of the total £165 
million, compared to the much larger footprint of the 
community sector which had an income of over £35 billion 
in 2007.
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‘Big Society’ apparatus in action
Critics have described the ‘Big Society’ as a vague grab bag of ideas, and surveys31, 32 have confirmed 
that few community members understand the term, its rationale and its implications. Regardless 
of how well people understand it, ‘Big Society’ has been implemented by the Cameron Government 
with a sense of purpose, at a break-neck pace and at an unprecedented scale. Cameron was quick 
to establish the Office of Civil Society and an annual Social Action Day, release his ‘Open Public 
Services’ White Paper and invite the first round of tenders for outsourced service provision 
(‘commissioning’), review the legislation that governs charities and local communities as service 
providers, create the ‘Communities First’ fund and Big Society Bank to fund local initiatives and 
launch a National Citizen Service volunteering program for tens of thousands of 16 year olds.33 
The timeline on the following page presents a summarised sequence of ‘Big Society’ initiatives.

Although this timeline gives the impression of a coherent and planned program, some observers 
point out that ‘Big Society’ has not been perceived or experienced that way in the UK. On the 
contrary, according to Professor Helen Sullivan, Cameron’s ideas and policies have been viewed 
in the UK as disjointed and at times contradictory.

At the heart of the ‘Big Society’ apparatus is ‘commissioning’ – the process of tendering the 
provision of community services to ‘Any Willing Provider’. ‘Big Society’ starts from the premise 
that services should not be delivered by a government entity unless a compelling case can be 
established.43 Instead, public services should be open to non-government providers in order to 
end the ‘state monopoly’.44 This logic has been applied to the widest conceivable range of services 
including parks, libraries, post offices, hospitals, welfare-to-work employment programs, prisons, 
court and tribunal administration, payment processing, fraud, debt and identity-related services, 
police information and communication technology and training, ‘infrastructure and back-office 
functions’, health services, housing, planning and schools. 

In addition to conventional for-profit and not-for-profit organisations, the commissioning process 
has encouraged tenders from public-private hybrids including employee-owned cooperatives 
or mutuals, new ‘neighbourhood councils’ and ‘spin-outs’45, government agencies that have 
evolved into social enterprises or joint ventures. Of course, mutuals, cooperatives and other non-
government organisations that provide services of value to their communities existed long before 
‘Big Society’ appeared. The difference is the assumption that such organisations can and should 
deliver all of the services that were previously provided by the public sector.

The expanded role for community and private sector organisations in service delivery includes 
‘social impact bonds’, a performance-based investment that invites corporations, not-for-profits 
and ‘social investors’ to receive a dividend on the basis of results and reduced costs. Investors in 
a post-release prisoner program, for instance, will receive a dividend of up to 13 per cent if the 
program reduces the rate of re-offending by 7.5 per cent.46 If the target isn’t met, their capital is 
surrendered.
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Figure 3: ‘Big Society’ timeline 2010-2012

 

Philip Blond 
published 
his book 

‘Red Tory’.

Conservative Party 
elected and David 
Cameron became 
Prime Minister.

Nat Wei appointed 
as Cameron’s chief 

adviser on ‘Big 
Society’ and made 
a member of the 
House of Lords.

‘Communities First’ Fund 
introduced to “support 

the creation of new 
community organisations 
in disadvantaged areas.”34

Overhaul of the National 
Health System launched to 
move hospitals out of the 

public system and create a 
“vibrant industry of social 

enterprises.”35

Ministerial Task Force 
established to review the UK 

welfare system to ensure it targets 
only the “most vulnerable, areas 

of persistent poverty and the 
long-term unemployed”: several 
existing welfare arrangements 

were abolished.

Launch of the 
Conservative Party’s 
Big Society platform.

‘Big Society Bank’ created to fund 
mutuals, cooperatives, voluntary 

sector and social enterprises from 
dormant bank accounts. Later 
rebranded Big Society Capital. 

Chaired by billionaire financier Sir 
Ronald Cohen.

Office for 
Civil Society 

established next 
to Downing St.

2010 September 
2010

May  
2010

July 
2010

November 
2010

October 
2010

June 
2010

National Citizen Service 
launched to train thousands 
of 16-17 year old teenagers 

(described as ‘community social 
action activism’). Labour leader 
Ed Miliband later espoused the 
same policy. Plans to increase 

the scheme up to 90,000 places 
by 2014.36

Social Action Day created 
to ‘increase social action 

and volunteerism’.

£81 billion cut in 
public spending 

announced (over 4 
years).

Localism Act gives local 
communities the right to 
bid to take over state-run 

services.37
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Review of the Gift 
Aid system (a review 
that was advocated 

by Blond and 
ResPublica38). 

Big Society White Paper 
released: reported as the 

fourth launch of  
Big Society39

David Cameron forced to 
defend Big Society. Lord Wei 

resigned as head of the Big 
Society initiative. 

Prime Minister 
Cameron presented the 
first Big Society Awards 

to service-provision 
charities.

‘Open Public Services’ 
White Paper released. Billed 

as the “biggest shakeup of 
what the state provides in 

half a century.”40

Philip Blond the subject 
of intense media scrutiny 

for using ResPublica’s 
funds to support a ‘jet-

set’ lifestyle while under-
paying staff.

Martin Phillips 
appointed 

Cabinet Member 
for Community 
Engagement. 

Legislation introduced 
to cap rebate claims 

by substantial charity 
donors.

May 
2011

December 
2011

April 
2012

March 
2011

July 
2011

November 
2011

March 
2012

May 
2012

October 
2011

The Cameron 
government announced 

cuts to public sector 
pensions, triggering 

mass strikes.41

Second round of the 
Big Society Awards.

Launch of Big Society 
Capital: £600 million to 

support social enterprises; 
£40 to £50 million expected 

to be invested in the first 
year.

Cameron was called before the 
“Big Society or Broken Society” 

hearing of the Parliamentary 
Liaison Committee (heads of 
all the parliamentary select 

committees); asked to explain 
and justify ‘Big Society’.

Independent audit of Big 
Society42 published by Civil 

Exchange, research organisation 
Democratic Audit and DHA, a 
social policy communications 

group. Audit funded by the 
Joseph Rowntree and Calouste 

Gulbenkian Foundations.
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Reef, fish and sharks
The Cameron government has been accused of taking funding away with one 
hand while promising, but failing, to deliver with the other. The Big Society 
Bank, for instance, promises funding for non-government service delivery 
enterprises, but this funding is dwarfed by the funding cuts experienced by 
government agencies, local government and not-for-profit organisations, 
leading MP Lisa Nandy to label it ‘the big con’.

One of the stated objectives of ‘Big Society’ is to maximise the diversity of 
organisations that provide community services. In his maiden speech, 
Cameron’s Big Society adviser Lord Wei compared ‘Big Society’ with a 
“coral reef” where public, community and private sector providers (the 
‘coral) collaborate in the design and delivery of complementary services and 

developing innovative service models.48 In Wei’s metaphor, local citizen groups (the fish) “extend, 
vivify and shape this landscape.” The ‘Big Society’ changes have, instead, favoured corporations 
and the largest not-for-profit organisations. Smaller charities are ‘squeezed out’ of existing 
arrangements, diminishing their capacity to make a difference in their local communities.49

Outright abuses of charities are also occurring because the commissioning process creates a tiered 
arrangement for service funding and delivery. ‘Prime contractors’ tender to deliver services on a 
large scale then sub-contract to local providers who, in turn, can engage voluntary community 
groups to deliver aspects of these services such as drug and alcohol counselling, training or 
other employment support services. The local providers and smaller community groups that 
depend on funds through this arrangement are particularly vulnerable. Many UK charities now 
fear bankruptcy, having received no business from their partner prime contractors, sparking 
complaints that they have been cynically used by private companies as ‘bid candy’ to secure 
contracts.50 There have also been claims that private firms “cherry-pick” the easiest cases, leaving 
those most in need to the cash-strapped charities.51, 52

The coalition wanted to  

end the Big State, and bring in 

the Big Society. We are ending 

up with neither.

Daniel Elton, ‘Left Foot Forward’ 47

“
”
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A4e’s role in the commissioned Work Programme is a case in point. Having secured five of 
forty welfare contracts from the Department of Work and Pensions, A4e was expected to work 
with subcontractors including private firms, charities and social enterprises. Some of these 
organisations now complain that A4e has given them hardly any work to do at all. Others claim 
that the company takes a big cut of their funds, and does little in return.53

‘Big Society’ has not favoured the ‘fish’. In the UK, community-based non-government 
organisations rely on local government funding which, in turn, is derived from the national 
government. Local government funding cuts have impacted deeply on the non-government 
sector, leading many to shed staff and programs, or to close. As a result, many communities 
have significantly reduced access to services including planning, housing, libraries, museums, 
transport services and infrastructure, environmental services such as refuse collection and 
recycling, child protection and youth programs, public toilets and swimming pools.54

The impacts of ‘Big Society’ on not-for-profit organisations, community groups and the corporate 
sector are examined in detail in chapters 2, 3 and 4 of this report.

‘Big Society’ in Australia
What does this critique of changes occurring in the UK mean for Australia? Why should 
Australians and our elected representatives follow this agenda with interest? CPD’s analysis 
of political changes in the UK is prompted by our interest in the parallels with and possible 
implications for Australia. Keen observers of Australian political discourse will already have 
recognised elements of contemporary domestic politics in the account offered to this point. The 
connections are tangible.

Before describing the significance of the ‘Big Society’ program for Australia, it is important to note 
three differences between the UK and Australia. First, the UK does not have state governments.55 
Its national government devolves funding and responsibility for the delivery or management of 
many services to local governments, but is not constitutionally obliged to negotiate with them 
if it wishes to change how services are delivered. Australia’s federal government delivers some 
public services directly, and usually has to negotiate with state governments, using its greater 
access to tax revenue as a bargaining tool, if it wants to influence the delivery of services that have 
traditionally been provided by the states. Second, total UK government spending is much higher 
than that of Australian governments (see Chapter 6). At the time of David Cameron’s election, UK 
government spending was 47 per cent of their annual gross domestic product (GDP) compared 
to Australia’s 35 per cent.56 And third, the economic circumstances of the two nations are very 
different. Budget cuts in the UK are framed as ‘austerity measures’ and aim to reduce a deficit of 
£245 billion over five years. The UK government’s net debt (gross debt minus financial assets) in 
2010 was over 69 per cent of GDP compared to Australia’s modest 5.5 per cent.57 Even with the 
modest increase in net debt since 2010 in both countries (Australia’s appears set to peak at 9.6 
per cent this financial year58), Australia is clearly in a much stronger economic position. 
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Because of these differences, a concerted push to introduce the ‘Big Society’ approach in Australia 
might diverge in some ways from the path taken in the UK: 

 » The state-federal divide could lead to more piecemeal implementation. For example, 
Australia’s hospital services are funded by both federal and state governments, but 
delivered at the state level. Any attempt to mimic a UK-style transformation of its 
hospital system into an open market might be more likely to combine a break-up 
of Medicare at the federal level (perhaps in the form of the ‘Medicare Select’ model 
floated by the National Health and Hospital Reform Commission in 200959) with a 
major push by one or more state governments to privatise existing public hospitals. 
Likewise the ‘open commissioning’ of prison services which is to be rolled out en 
masse as part of UK’s Big Society60 would take place on a state-by-state basis in 
Australia (several states already have some private prisons61).

 » Our lower overall levels of government spending and stronger economic position 
could lead to an Australian ‘Big Society’ being introduced without the major public 
sector spending cuts which accompanied its UK incarnation. On the other hand 
‘Big Society’ could well appeal to a political party looking to significantly cut public 
spending despite our different economic circumstances.

It is also important to consider the implications of ‘Big Society’ in the context of a vigorous cross-
fertilisation of public sector policies between the two nations. This is facilitated when Prime 
Ministers exchange staff and when think tanks in each country look to their counterparts in the 
other for ideas and analysis. Public policy observers are familiar with this revolving door and with 
the ‘copy cat’ relationship between governments of both conservative and Labour/Labor leanings 
in Australia, the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the USA and sometimes Scandinavia. 
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We have a long history of the to-and-fro between Australia and the UK (on both 
sides) in terms of the political ideas, programs and the packaging of those things. 

[Eric Sidoti]

Elements of the ‘Big Society’ are influencing public sector policies and opinion in Australia. Many 
of these elements are nothing new: anti-big government sentiment has been a feature of public 
life in Australia since Federation. A range of formerly government-managed services have been 
privatised and outsourced for some time, and public sector cuts are generally framed in terms 
of responsible fiscal management. This report covers some existing examples of outsourcing in 
Chapter 4 – not to suggest that they were inspired by ‘Big Society’ but that there has been a 
parallel evolution in Australia of trends that reshape the role of government. What is new is 
the misleading rhetoric used to justify changes in terms of widely-held values that are either 
unrelated or inversely related to these changes: appealing to widely-supported ideas on citizen 
empowerment, co-production, diversity and community autonomy while implementing changes 
that transfer public wealth to corporations, disempower non-government organisations and 
weaken the public sector. This rhetoric and its consequences are explored in detail in Chapter 6 
of this report.

Phillip Blond visited Australia in mid 2011 to address a conference convened by the Menzies 
Research Institute, the Liberal Party’s in-house think tank on Friday June 3rd. Introducing Blond 
as a “friend of Australia”, Opposition Leader Tony Abbott drew parallels between Liberal Party 
support for smaller government, Edmund Burke’s notion of formal and informal networks and 
‘Big Society’.62 Blond also briefed Tony Abbott, deputy leader Julie Bishop, Shadow Finance 
Minister Andrew Robb, other senior shadow cabinet members and local government officials.

    

I don’t think Tony Abbott necessarily agreed with all that Blond was arguing and 
I’m not sure how much he related to Blond’s message. I’m confident he picked up 
the importance of empowering community organisations, but Blond has a much 
more radical message. 

[Professor Peter Shergold]

During his visit to Australia, Blond published a critique of the Australian political landscape, 
which prescribed ‘Big Society’ changes to combat “social and familial fragmentation.”63 He was 
also interviewed on ‘Late Night Live’.64 Radio National has broadcast several programs on ‘Big 
Society’ and published articles on their website including an episode of ‘Encounter’ on this theme 
based on interviews with twelve British church and community leaders on the impact of the 
local government budget cuts that have accompanied ‘Big Society’.65 Radio National’s ‘Religion 
and Ethics’ program included interviews with Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams66 and 
John Milbank, the chair of ResPublica.67 None of the media coverage of Blond’s interactions 
with the Liberal Party or the ‘Big Society’ changes has to date featured Australian public sector 
commentators expressing concerns about ‘Big Society’.
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Tony Abbott is not alone in his support for the application of ‘Big Society’ ideas in Australia. 
Six months before the Menzies Research Institute conference, John Roskam, the Director of the 
Institute of Public Affairs urged Tony Abbott to adopt a “positive policy agenda” and pointed to 
the UK’s “ambitious ‘Big Society’ program.”68 IPA research fellow Chris Berg, on the other hand, 
felt the conference held “little but giggles” and concluded that the Australian Liberal Party would 
not find “philosophical guidance which is both coherent and electorally appealing” in Blond’s Red 
Toryism.69

Elements of ‘Big Society’ have also been promoted by the Centre for Social Impact (CSI), who 
have observed that despite the absence of an ‘enabling environment’ for ‘Big Society’ changes 
in Australia, cooperatives and mutuals are delivering health and housing services in remote and 
Indigenous communities.70 With the support of JBWere and the Macquarie Group, CSI lobbied 
the former New South Wales Labor government to conduct a pilot of Social Impact Bonds,71 one 
of the more controversial and untested elements of ‘Big Society’.72 The trial, recently implemented 
under the O’Farrell Coalition government, explored the potential for non-government investment 
in juvenile justice, parenting support for vulnerable families, disability, homelessness and mental 
health services. CSI researcher Professor Cheryl Kernot described this as a “pioneering initiative” 
with “innovative possibilities.”73 During a recent public sector conference, CSI’s Professor Peter 
Shergold (previously Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet) expressed 
his support for some elements of ‘Big Society’.

While expressing strong reservations about Social Impact Bonds and the lack of community 
involvement in decisions concerning the NSW trial, Centre for Civil Society director Vern Hughes 
is enthusiastic about other aspects of ‘Big Society’. According to Hughes, it is, “Exactly the kind of 
social and political movement lacking in Australia… we desperately need this kind of thinking.”74 
Further support for ‘Big Society’ ideas and changes has been expressed by Tom Tolchard, project 
director of Social Innovation in Western Australia, a not-for-profit organisation that supports 
social enterprise and entrepreneurship, and the Community Council for Australia. Inspired by 
the UK’s ‘Big Society Capital’, Tolchard advocates the establishment of a ‘Better Australia Bank’ 
to “support the not-for-profit sector by lending money drawn from a pool of unclaimed funds.”75 
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2. ‘Big Society’, volunteerism and philanthropy
Big Society involves an unprecedented and abrupt attempt to shift risks 
and responsibilities from the public sector to the community sector. Its 
advocates want to outsource many of the core functions of government to 
volunteers, community-based groups and not-for-profit organisations. This 
includes risks and responsibilities that, in some instances, the public sector 
is better (or uniquely) equipped to fulfil. The proposed shift has significant 
consequences that deserve close, well-informed public scrutiny.

The community sector comprises both paid and unpaid labour. Volunteerism 
and professionalism are both essential to the vigour of the sector, and 
they are inextricably related. Both Australia and the UK have high levels 
of volunteerism and their governments are committed to supporting and 
removing obstacles to community volunteerism. The changes associated 
with David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ program have hit the community sector 
hard, diminishing the sector’s capacity to mobilise volunteers and to continue its vital role in 
British society. Throughout the United Kingdom, a wide range of services have been scaled back 
or withdrawn entirely, impacting most acutely on those community members most reliant upon 
services but also affecting others on middle and higher incomes.

This report considers the implications and impacts of ‘Big Society’ on volunteers and community-
based organisations that rely primarily on volunteers first before then examining impacts on non-
government and not-for-profit organisations.

Volunteerism: Helping ourselves by ourselves
Cameron, Blond and other ‘Big Society’ champions argue their case for dismantling the state on a 
set of assumptions and beliefs about volunteerism:

1. Moral and mutual obligation: “the implicit idea that ‘responsibility’ ought not to 
be defined by individual citizens… rather, it is principally about citizens having 
a moral obligation to undertake voluntary activity in the community and to take 
responsibility for their own individual welfare needs”;77

2. The notion of untapped and unbounded volunteerism;78 

3. Increased volunteerism can offset a reduced investment and contribution from the 
state;

4. Optimism that the volunteer workforce can play a much more active role in fulfilling 
functions that have traditionally been fulfilled by public servants;

5. The related assertion that governments have stifled volunteerism through 
unnecessary regulation and restrictions and should ‘get out of the way’; and

6. An idealised role for the state in fostering volunteerism and providing citizens with 
the “opportunity to contribute.”79 

Our ambition for the UK  

is clear: we want every 

adult in the country to be an 

active member of an active 

neighbourhood group.

Conservative Party Policy Platform 2010 76

“
”
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Each of these assumptions is problematic in that evidence suggests the contrary, or the principle 
has been undermined by ‘Big Society’ policies in practice. Research in both the United Kingdom 
and Australia suggests that volunteers play a very active role in the lives of their communities, 
that there are limits to volunteerism, and that volunteerism relies on the active support of the 
state. This Chapter discusses these assertions, their factual basis and the potential impacts of ‘Big 
Society’ on volunteerism.

Big Society takes the simple idea that more people spending more of their time engaged in 
voluntary community-oriented activities is, by definition, a good thing and ties it to the far more 
problematic assertion that communities benefit when volunteers replace public servants and 
non-government professionals.

Trends in volunteerism in the United Kingdom have until recently been assessed through the 
annual Citizenship Survey which examines both formal volunteering (unpaid help given as part 
of a group, club or organisation to benefit others or the environment) and informal volunteering 
(unpaid assistance to someone other than a family members). The 2010 survey80 reported that:

 » 25 per cent of those surveyed had participated in formal volunteering at least once a 
month;

 » 40 per cent volunteered formally at least once in the last 12 months;

 » 29 per cent gave informal help at least once a month; and

 » 54 per cent had volunteered informally at least once over the last 12 months.

A separate study conducted by Volunteering England estimated that 22 million adults volunteered 
during 2010, contributing 90 million hours each week.81 These and other UK studies suggest a 
modest decline in some indicators of volunteerism during the last decade.

Contrary to the ‘Big Society’ rhetoric about society being ‘broken’ and citizens ‘atomised’, these 
and other indicators of civil society in the UK suggest high levels of social capital: “Membership of 
voluntary associations, levels of charitable endeavour and informal sociability [are] comparatively 
high”82 and many community services, programs and enterprises rely primarily or exclusively on 
volunteers. As one long-term, committed UK volunteer observed, “Were it not for me and the vast 
army of other volunteers who involve themselves in the works of national and local charities right 
down to local support groups, the society we are living in would be a worse place.”83

This is equally true in Australia, where levels of volunteerism have risen steadily during the last two 
decades. About 40 per cent of Australian citizens volunteer each year, a comparable proportion 
to the British figures above. Our culture of volunteerism is graphically illustrated in the three 
figures below. They depict trends over fifteen years in the number of volunteers, the proportion of 
the Australian population volunteering and the number of hours they volunteer each year. These 
trends are indicative. Different agencies and departments of the Australian Government report 
somewhat different estimates of volunteerism, relying on a range of indicators. The Department 
of Families and Community Services, for instance, reported that Australian adults contributed 
836 million hours of voluntary time in 200584 and the Productivity Commission reported that 
nearly 5 million volunteers contributed $14.6 billion in unpaid work in 2006-07.”85
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Figure 4: Proportion of the Australian population participating in volunteerism86

Figure 5: Number of Australian citizens participating in volunteer activity87

Figure 6: Hours of work generated by volunteer activity in Australia88
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Far from painting a picture of a social capital crisis, these trends suggest a healthy growth in 
volunteerism in Australia. Considered alongside the (related) growth in the size and capacity of 
the not-for-profit sector, these trends indicate that Australians are increasingly active in their 
communities, just as citizens in the UK actively contribute to shaping their communities.

Some researchers89, 90 caution against relying too heavily on the indicators cited here: the number 
of volunteers, the proportion of the community they represent, the hours they work unpaid and 
the estimated economic value of those hours. They argue that these indicators are surrogates 
for longer-term community outcomes that include advocacy and expression, employment, 
health and progress toward social and environmental justice and a ‘truly civil society’.91 Rather 
than investing in the development of tools that could measure progress toward these desired 
community outcomes, though, governments in both the United Kingdom and Australia are 
reducing rather than building their capability to monitor and understand these indicators of 
volunteerism and their community outcomes.

At a time when governments in both countries are expressing their conviction that citizens can 
and should play an even more active role in communities, the agencies responsible for surveying 
the extent of volunteerism are being scaled back. The Cameron Government considers their 
Citizenship Survey which measures volunteerism “complex and expensive”92 and will no longer 
fund or conduct the annual study. In response to the demise of this important annual survey, the 
(UK) Centre for Environment, Society and Health conducted their ‘Measuring Big Society’ survey 
during 2011. The survey generated ideas and opinions on how to assess communities’ readiness 
for Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ changes. The research team argued that radical social changes called 
for comprehensive data collection and impact evaluation, and advocated a range of measures to 
quantify voluntary sector capacity.

Big Society funding cuts are also impacting on the UK Audit Commission which collects data from 
local government. Councils will now opt-in to report annual outcome data, a change described 
as hollowing out of research capacity.93 Social scientists argue that longitudinal studies of 
volunteerism and other indicators of community capacity and resilience are more important than 
ever during a period of abrupt and potentially disruptive change. In the UK, they have expressed 
strong concern about the withdrawal of funding for these studies.94 

Public service budget cuts risk a similar impact in Australia on our capacity to track the health 
of our voluntary sector over time. Recent staff cuts in the Australian Bureau of Statistics may 
contribute to a ‘hollowing out’ of government research capacity. Public service budget cuts of $2.2 
billion95 in November 2011 have led to the loss of at least 125 Bureau staff.96
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Encouraging volunteerism and removing obstacles
The UK and Australian governments share a commitment to removing obstacles to volunteerism. 
During his first year in office, Cameron established the Big Society Deregulation Taskforce. 
The Taskforce’s report ‘Unshackling Good Neighbours’97 was released late 2011. It described 
several obstacles to increased volunteerism including the administrative ‘red tape’ encountered 
by community groups who needed to review the criminal record of prospective volunteers and 
the daunting nature of professional workplaces for potential volunteers who have experienced 
long-term unemployment. The taskforce also found that citizens were discouraged from giving 
time by the risk of litigation and necessity for motor vehicle insurance. Following the taskforce’s 
recommendations, the Association of British Insurers brokered an industry agreement not to 
impose extra premiums on volunteers who use their cars for ‘social driving’.98

    

Who do people see as their community: is it an area, a street or Facebook 
friends? If someone wants to be involved, how will they find and engage with 
the opportunity? Some people might see so many barriers that they give up 
before they start. Then, there is the perceived barrier of insurance. People might 
be told they can’t help because there is no protection, but this is often not the 
case. Appropriate insurance provides the protection, support and confidence 
individuals and organisations need to act, innovate and take on new challenges. 
Zurich can provide specific insurance for community organisations, charities, 
volunteers and trustees.

Paul Emery, Head of Community and Social Organisations, Zurich99

Zurich’s new ‘Big Society’ insurance package received prominent media coverage, being trumpeted 
by conservative Parliamentarians as evidence of the corporate sector’s willingness to help create 
self-reliant communities.

Cameron’s Cabinet ministers have enthusiastically declared their commitment to a strong and 
growing voluntary sector. Conservative MP Andrew Lansley, for instance, asserted that, “There 
is no reason why the voluntary sector can’t deliver services at the heart of healthcare, not just 
at the margins.”100 Chancellor George Osborne reassured community organisations that the 
commissioning process would be streamlined and simplified so they were not excluded: “We will 
not expect you to be able to spend weeks filling in procurement forms.”101 And Ian Watmore, 
permanent secretary of the Cabinet Office, informed a hearing of the Public Administration Select 
Committee that small, local, voluntary groups would be supported during the commissioning 
process to help them secure service-delivery agreements.102 Contrary to these measures and the 
accompanying assurances, volunteer-based organisations have been significantly disadvantaged 
by ‘Big Society’ changes.
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Governments have the capacity to encourage volunteerism and alleviate obstacles encountered 
by potential volunteers. Although Australia enjoys a high level of volunteerism, more than two-
thirds of community-based organisations report that they need more volunteers.103 In Australia, 
there have been some significant attempts to recruit and affirm volunteers. Minister for Human 
Services, Tanya Plibersek, launched the National Volunteering Strategy in December 2011. The 
Minister challenged Australian governments and businesses to, “create a stronger and more 
sustainable volunteering sector.” Like Cameron’s taskforce report, the Australian strategy aims to 
overcome obstacles to volunteerism. On Australia Day in 2011 and 2012, Volunteering Australia 
partnered with the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) in a campaign identified as ‘Help 
Australia Day’. The campaign associates volunteerism positively with national identity to recruit 
for community-based organisations:

Every day volunteers make an important contribution to our way of life. But more help 
is always needed. On Help Australia Day last year volunteers answered the call to assist 
with flood recovery in Queensland. This year the ABC and Volunteering Australia have 
highlighted areas of need for volunteers, including health, sport, the arts, environment 
and education.104

There are parallels between Help Australia Day and David Cameron’s ‘Social Action Day’, which 
is intended as the centrepiece of his drive to increase social action and volunteerism. Like the UK 
Government, Australia’s state and Commonwealth governments also have a stated commitment to 
strengthening the voluntary sector. Members of Parliament regularly present volunteering awards. 
Volunteerism is central to the Australian Government’s Social Inclusion portfolio and agenda. 

Volunteerism: a bottomless well?
For the state to minimise its role in funding, delivering, coordinating and 
monitoring community services, ‘Big Society’ envisages volunteers will play a 
much more active role in this work. In the UK, this assumption has been the 
subject of considerable scrutiny: “One of the most cogent critiques of the ‘Big 
Society’ is that it presumes a desire on behalf of busy or apathetic citizens to 
participate in extracurricular democracy-building.”105

During the 2010 election, Labour mocked Cameron’s vision as ‘D.I.Y. Britain’, 
releasing a video in which a beleaguered mother, surrounded by post-it notes 
and a putrefying roast chicken, attempts to feed children between shifts as a 
teacher, a social worker, a doctor, and a crossing guard.106 At the launch of his 

election platform, Cameron was asked to provide evidence that people want to be “prised away 
from the telly” in order to run public services in their local communities. Cameron’s response was 
to “dismiss the cynicism of the questioner and profess ‘profoundly’ to believe that people want to 
be more involved in running their schools, hospitals and the rest.”107

These reservations about citizens’ willingness to volunteer were explored by the University of 
Birmingham’s 2011 Policy Commission which was established to consider the future of local public 
services following the release of Cameron’s ‘White Paper on Open Public Services’. Commissioner 
Professor Helen Sullivan was interviewed for this report. During their deliberations, commissioners 
heard from many public service providers who were, “designing new approaches to their services 
based on active citizenship,” but, “relatively little evidence about the local public’s preparedness 
to be engaged in this way.”108

The trouble with  

socialism is that it takes up 

too many evenings.

Oscar Wilde 

“
”
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Further evidence that undermines Cameron’s ‘limitless volunteerism’ conviction is apparent in 
the results of surveys commissioned by the UK Cabinet Office. Although more than 80 per cent 
of Britons say that they support ‘more community involvement’ only around a quarter say that 
they care to get involved.109 Similar conclusions emerged from a national survey commissioned 
by Lord Wei, one of Cameron’s Big Society champions. Only 2 per cent of respondents expressed 
any interest in setting up and operating new schools, just 5 per cent wanted any involvement in 
providing services110 and many citizens were nonplussed about participating in neighbourhood 
police teams or Neighbourhood Watch meetings.

Wei’s optimistic interpretation of the survey’s results and his assertion that, “We can create more 
time” was described as a “kick in the teeth” for citizens who already juggle long working hours 
with family and caring commitments.111 ‘Big Society’ critics and the UK media noted with interest 
when Wei reduced his own voluntary community commitments (variously reported as two or 
three days each week) which he said prevented him having “more of a life.”112 There have been 
other prominent examples of Tory politicians’ actions contradicting their stated commitment 
to and confidence in volunteerism. David Cameron has been challenged to describe his own 
voluntary work and British tabloids have reported that only 8 per cent of Coalition MPs take 
part in voluntary work.113 Cameron’s current Big Society Ambassador Shaun Bailey, recently shut 
down his charity My Generation.114

The notion of limitless volunteerism was ridiculed at a public meeting held in January 2011 in 
Oxford town hall. Speaking to a packed audience, novelist Phillip Pullman expressed his doubts 
about the veracity of Cameron’s faith in the context of local government funding cuts and pending 
service closures:

Who are these people whose lives are so empty, whose time spreads out in front of them 
like the limitless steppes of central Asia, who have no families to look after, no jobs to do, 
no responsibilities of any sort, and yet are so wealthy that they can commit hours of their 
time every week to working for nothing? Who are these volunteers? Do you know anyone 
who could volunteer their time in this way? If there’s anyone who has the time and the 
energy to work for nothing in a good cause, they are probably already working for one 
of the voluntary sector day centres or running a local football team or helping out with 
the league of friends in a hospital. What’s going to make them stop doing that and start 
working in a library instead?115

Pullman described David Cameron’s conviction that libraries, including the twenty facing closure 
in Oxfordshire county, could be readily staffed by volunteers as a “fatuous idea” and “patronising 
nonsense”. 

Does (Cameron) think the job of a librarian is so simple, so empty of content, that anyone 
can step up and do it for a thank-you and a cup of tea? Does he think that all a librarian 
does is to tidy the shelves?116 

Others have extended this concern to community services where specific knowledge, skills and 
expertise are required. One commentator remarked, “Nobody fancies swimming in a pool where 
well-meaning volunteers have guessed how much chlorine should be added.”117 Another asked, 
“Will volunteers soon be climbing into burning buildings swinging an axe?”118 The image of ‘Dad’s 
army’ has been invoked on several occasions, conjuring up images of ad hoc and unreliable service 
delivery arrangements.
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In the end, it may come down to the willingness of civil servants and other professionals to 
trust the public, when handing over control of services, and in some cases funds, to groups 
of well-intentioned amateurs. Inevitably, some of these groups will turn out to be bungling 
amateurs, but ministers say they are relaxed about this too.119

Some commentators take issue with the assumption that volunteerism either can or should replace 
(rather than extend) community services that are properly funded and staffed by professionals. 
Although Australians respect and value the efforts of voluntary rural fire service associations 
and brigades, most people would be alarmed by the suggestion that professional firefighters 
are not also necessary. Interviewed for this report, ACOSS Deputy Director Tessa Boyd-Caine 
commented that, “Pro bono is a top up. It’s an add-on, not the soul of service delivery.”

Reservations such as those expressed by Pullman and Boyd-Caine are not intended to deride 
or devalue volunteerism. Even commentators who share Cameron’s faith in the potential for 
volunteers to play a more active role in addressing community needs express reservation about 
the scale and pace of the change demanded by his ‘Big Society’ program. “Cultivating the citizenry 
for a post-welfarist society will not happen in a single parliamentary term,” observed ‘Big Society’ 
blogger Pathik Pathak.120 “It requires a generational shift of social values.”

When is a volunteer not a volunteer? 
Cameron’s drive to increase volunteerism in the UK includes National Citizen Service, an initiative 
that was purportedly inspired by the Prime Minister’s cadet experience at Eton.121 The program, 
launched in September 2010, aims to “see every 16-year-old given the chance to participate in a 
two-month summer scheme of outdoor activities and community service.”122 During the August 
2011 riots in London, Cameron took the opportunity to promote his Citizen Service program as a 
remedy to social unrest:

Declaring ‘all-out war’ on gangs, the Prime Minister vowed to ‘turn around’ the most 
troubled families in the land and said he wants to see every 16-year-old complete a civilian 
version of national service.123

Initially, the scheme was going to recruit 10,000 participants in its first year and involve the 
military. Following public criticism from youth groups and the military, the program was scaled 
back and made non-compulsory.

The Cameron administration has also modified the national Jobseeker Allowance that provides 
unemployed people with a living allowance. The scheme now compels 16 to 24-year-old allowance 
recipients to participate in unpaid ‘work experience’ for two to eight weeks. Participants can 
lose their Allowance if they leave a work experience placement. Perversely, this arrangement 
has actually resulted in some volunteers relinquishing their existing community volunteer 
commitments.

Ms Reilly, who is 22 and gets the princely sum of £53.45 in weekly benefits, had to stop 
doing voluntary work at the Pen Room Museum in Birmingham when she was sent to 
work at a branch of the budget store, Poundland. Ms Reilly was told she risked losing her 
Jobseeker’s Allowance if she turned down the two-week placement.124
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A 2012 Freedom of Information Act search125 revealed that more than twenty charities provided 
these mandatory work placements. Three of these host charities, Marie Curie Cancer Care, Scope 
and Shelter, subsequently withdrew from the scheme, arguing that claimants should not be forced 
to do unpaid work by the threat of cuts to their payments.

The push to rely on volunteers rather than professionals has extended well beyond those 
community services and activities that Australians typically associate with volunteerism. Across 
the UK, volunteers are being relied on to fill the gaps created by funding cuts to essential services 
including post offices and even police stations. Thames Valley Police, for example, relies on 600 
volunteers for administrative support, caring for police dogs, chaplaincy support and completely 
staffing police stations (or ‘posts’) in some smaller communities.126, 127 

Although citizens might be expected to protest the voluntarisation of a staffed local police station, 
this example of volunteer action was positively reported as ‘Big Society in Action’. The notion of 
self-help often receives sympathetic media treatment, assisted by the concerted efforts of Cabinet 
Ministers to ensure a positive spin. 

    

Up until now people have been used to the Post Office being run by the Post Office, 
now they’ll have a Post Office only if some people in the community decide to get 
together and run it. When it gets to that point, it starts to be seriously challenging. 

[Martin Stewart-Weeks]
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When heavy snow was experienced across the UK this February, local government authorities 
coordinated a massive volunteer effort that included developing lists of people with four-wheel-
drive vehicles willing to volunteer to help assist vulnerable and isolated community members. 
Cabinet Minister for Community Engagement, Martin Phillips, proudly claimed this as a win 
for his government’s ‘Big Society’ agenda: “It’s a Big Society ask, and we know our county has so 
many community-spirited people who’d be so willing to help our vulnerable people during the 
winter.”128

The Minister’s optimism was echoed by Tweeter @danielratchford who observed that it was,  
“gr8 2 C lots of #sutton residents cleared their pavement ovr the wknd w/ free grit from the council 
#bigsociety #behaviourchange #localgov.” Two corresponding Tweeters presented an alternative 
interpretation of the relationship between ‘Big Society’ and the active role of volunteers during 
the snowstorms.

    

I cleared the pavement outside yesterday. This is NOT an endorsement of the 
#BigSociety, just being helpful

@WalfordE20, 6/02/12

@VictoriaPeckham get everyone who hasn’t been to Eton to clear posh people’s 
paths. And be bally-well quick about it. Oiks #bigsociety

@patsy20 6/02/12 

This exchange, and other tweets to the lively #bigsociety Twitter debate, highlights the contested 
nature of ‘Big Society’ claims. Several related ideas, each with policy implications, are conflated 
here. Governments should not claim credit for volunteerism that occurs without their intervention 
or assistance, especially if this is used for public relations purposes to justify unrelated policy 
interventions. It is also duplicitous to talk up and rely heavily on volunteerism as a substitute 
for government-funded services during a period of cut-backs, as appears to be the case in the 
UK. There is a strong case for valuing existing levels of volunteerism and being cautious about 
removing forms of government involvement that facilitate and support volunteerism. Abruptly 
withdrawing the funding that enables community sector organisations to recruit and support 
volunteers, or suddenly expecting volunteers to play a much more active role in managing 
community services may weaken rather than strengthen volunteerism.

Although there is no evidence that Cameron’s programs have increased volunteerism in the UK, 
government ministers and others tend to claim instances of self-help as the direct result of their 
programs and policies. 
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Philanthropy and social investment

    

Rolling back the state seems not to unleash a culture of volunteering, and 
charitable investment seeks to anticipate corporate investment rather than need.

Jonathon Davies and Madeleine Pill, ‘Empowerment or Abandonment?’129

In David Cameron’s idealised ‘Big Society’, an expanded community sector is supported by 
significantly increased philanthropy. Funds that have been derived from ‘big government’ are 
instead leveraged from individuals, businesses and social entrepreneurs. The Conservative Party’s 
2010 election platform suggested that behavioural economics would facilitate both philanthropy 
and volunteerism.130

In the absence of a framework to monitor and evaluate the impacts of ‘Big Society’ against its 
intended outcomes, Whitehall and some elements of the media have interpreted isolated instances 
of philanthropy as confirmation that Cameron is succeeding. In rural Essex, for instance, there 
was enthusiastic media coverage when community members signed up for regular direct debit 
donations to fund the local post office.131 This would be more accurately reported as a rescue 
package by a determined community than as an indicator of a self-reliant or enriched community.

The reported impacts of ‘Big Society’ contradict the British Prime 
Minister’s stated aims. The recent caps on tax rebates for large charitable 
donations to community sector organisations have led charities to express 
concern that this will discourage rather than encourage philanthropy.133 

As this report goes to print, more than 2,000 charities have joined 
the ‘Give it Back George’ campaign against the tax law changes.134, 135 
Members of Parliament on both sides of politics are equally critical, 
accusing Cameron of undermining his own agenda and delivering “Less 
Big Society, more Big State” and “bad society, not big society.”136

As in the United Kingdom, philanthropy plays a vital role in enabling and 
shaping Australia’s community sector and the consequent relationship 
between our community, public and corporate sectors. Financial and 
other support from individuals and approximately 5,000 philanthropic 
trusts and foundations directly support more than 700,000 not-for-
profit organisations in Australia.137

In 2003-04, total philanthropy in Australia was $11 billion (about 1 per cent of GDP), comprising 
$7.7 billion from 13.4 million individuals (87 per cent of the population) and $3.3 billion from 
525,900 businesses, representing 67 per cent of all businesses.138 During the last two decades, 
philanthropy in Australia has increased. Between 1997 and 2004, individual giving increased 
by about 88 per cent, or 12.5 per cent per annum.139 In the 2008-09 financial year, individual 
taxpayers claimed $2,093 million worth of gifts, a decrease of 10.8 per cent from the previous 
year - the first decrease recorded in over a decade.140

The Big Society has  

always existed. Good people 

have always given of their  

time, energy and money to  

plug the gaps.

Helen Smith, Grantham Journal132

“
”
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Australian community sector organisations have less access to philanthropy than their 
counterparts in the United States. Australians give slightly less than citizens in the UK and 
Canada, and significantly less than the USA.141 Whereas giving represents approximately 0.7 per 
cent of GDP in Australia, it is closer to 1.6 per cent in the US. This difference, combined with the 
United States’ much larger population and economy contribute to a philanthropic ‘pool’ that is 
many times larger.

    

Compared to the UK and the US, we simply have a much smaller critical mass 
of philanthropic private funding to put into community services (and) support 
for people on low incomes. (There is a) seriously underwhelming response from 
corporate philanthropists.

[Tessa Boyd Caine]

Although philanthropy is quite limited in Australia, it usefully complements the funds that 
charities and other NGOs receive from governments, by facilitating innovation and activities that 
governments are less likely to fund.

    

Philanthropy in Australia is a really small amount but it’s really important 
because it’s not government money (and) it leverages innovation and new 
approaches. It can test new methodologies of practice; it can fund evaluations 
and advocacy. 

[Cath Smith]

Financial donations are not the only, or necessarily the most important, way that citizens support 
community action. Other measures compare Australian ‘giving’ more favourably. The World 
Giving Index amalgamates three ‘giving’ behaviours: helping a stranger, volunteering time and 
giving money. On this index, Australia is currently ranked third, behind the US and Ireland, 
having slipped from first in 2010. The 2011 results, summarised in Figure 7, show that giving 
money is the most common giving behaviour, followed closely by ‘helping a stranger’.

Figure 7: Australia’s 2011 ‘World Giving Index’142
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‘Big Society’ highlights the potential impact of over-reliance on philanthropy. The sudden 
withdrawal of government funding has devastated many parts of the community sector.

    

Anyone can give to charities but they should not be relied upon to provide what we 
think the state should provide. We don’t want to end up like in the US where there’s 
no public housing, it’s all charitable housing. Charity has a place, absolutely, and 
volunteerism is important but it should not necessarily be used to replace services 
that would otherwise be provided by the state.

[Ged Kearney]

Australian governments encourage philanthropists to share responsibility for functions that 
many citizens consider are appropriately the responsibility of the public sector. One example 
is the challenging task of addressing the disadvantage faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander job seekers. Having failed this challenge for decades, Australian Governments welcome 
philanthropic ventures such as Generation One143 - the not-for-profit organisation founded by 
Australia’s second wealthiest individual, Andrew (‘Twiggy’) Forrest, and funded by billionaires 
James Packer, Kerry Stokes and the Lowy and Fox families. Similarly, the Australian Government 
is now considering strategies to encourage philanthropists to increasingly fund both public 
and private schools. The Gillard Government recently commissioned prominent businessman 
and philanthropist David Gonski to review Australia’s education system. Gonski identified 
philanthropy as one revenue source for under-funded schools and advocated legislative changes 
to facilitate tax-deductible donations to public schools.

Philanthropy can come with strings attached, and the Gonski review drew attention to the 
potential influence of corporations and other philanthropic donors on the organisations they 
fund. Funders often have strong preferences for what they fund. For instance, relatively few 
philanthropists fund administration, despite these costs being a crucial precursor to viable and 
effective services:

    

Philanthropists and donors… don’t want to fund organisations for their 
administrative costs… They don’t want to fund them to make sure their board 
knows what it’s doing, knows what it’s supposed to be doing and does it… to make 
sure that their financial accounting and organisation are up to the mark. 

[Tessa Boyd-Caine]

There are other reasons for reservation about philanthropy as an alternative to government 
funding. In the UK, philanthropists have not tended to invest in the innovative and specialist 
services provided by voluntary organisations.144 Withdrawing public funding would effectively – 
and quickly – lead to the demise of these services.

Philanthropists’ preferences can have significant social outcomes. Whereas democratically 
elected governments are accountable to communities, philanthropists’ proclivities need not align 
to those of the communities where they fund services and other programs.
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In this context, Treasurer Wayne Swan’s recent comments on philanthropy by the wealthiest 
Australians are noteworthy. Observing that Andrew ‘Twiggy’ Forrest’s company effectively 
pays no tax, Mr Swan commented that, “Charity is not a substitute for paying tax.”145 Billionaire 
philanthropist Warren Buffet has lobbied consecutive US governments to raise taxes paid by the 
super wealthy, pointing to the fact that he pays a lower tax rate than many of his employees, and 
suggesting that most rich philanthropic donors would not mind paying higher taxes as well. The 
‘Buffett Rule’ which was championed by President Obama in his latest State of the Union address 
will require taxpayers with incomes over US$2 million to pay at least 30 percent in federal taxes.146 
Attitudinal surveys in Australia frequently find that people are willing to pay higher taxes in order 
to fund better public services.147
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3. Outsourcing to community sector organisations
Big Society asserts a simple dichotomy between paid and unpaid labour; between volunteers and 
professionals. Its architects avow their intention to significantly boost unpaid labour without 
acknowledging that volunteerism is just part of the community sector and that it is directly 
influenced by funding, professional staff and other resources. In reality, the relationship is much 
less straightforward. To consider the implications of ‘Big Society’, it is important to consider the 
context within which most volunteerism occurs. 

Social scientists typically distinguish between three sectors: the public sector (government or 
state); the private sector which comprises for-profit companies and investors; and the community 
(or not-for-profit) sector. At times, the third sector is described as the ‘voluntary’ sector. This 
can be misleading, though, as the community sector incorporates a significant amount of paid 
professional work. Volunteerism is an important part of a much bigger picture.

    

There is this misplaced notion that the voluntary sector is made up of volunteers 
but of course it’s not. Some of them are volunteers but an awful lot get paid. One 
thing worth exploring is the extent of which NFP organisations are having to 
readjust their own expectations between paid and unpaid employees or workers 
they have and what that means for the capacity they have, the training they do, 
workers’ rights…

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

Professor Paul Smyth illustrated this blend of volunteerism and professionalism when he 
described the Brotherhood of St Laurence.

    

We would see ourselves as still a genuine voluntary organisation… we’re not 
just some multinational contracting agency doing a government job. We’ve got 
a thousand or more volunteers and we’ve got links with Rotary and Anglican 
parishes with their social justice groups… We think it’s vital for the health of an 
organisation like the Brotherhood to have these living links and relationships 
with voluntary principles in our community.

[Professor Paul Smyth]

In addition to these volunteers, the Brotherhood has a large team of employees. Australia’s not-
for-profit sector organisations collectively employ 900,000 people, making the sector “equivalent 
to manufacturing, second only to retail and five times as many as mining.”148 The sector’s economic 
activity represents almost 4 per cent of Australia’s gross domestic product, just under $43 billion, 
and in recent years has grown at 7.7 per cent per annum.149 Of Australia’s approximately 700,000 
NFP organisations, 59,000 are considered ‘economically significant’.150 By comparison, the 
UK’s National Council for Voluntary Organisations estimated in 2010 that there were 171,000 
voluntary sector organisations with approximately 668,000 paid staff.151
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Delivering community services is by no means the only work undertaken by not-for-profit 
organisations, but it is core business for many. Through their contractual arrangements with 
government to deliver services such as education, health and social welfare, some have multi-
million dollar budgets and employ hundreds of professional staff.

    

We’re seeing a professionalisation of the community sector... an introduction of 
standards around service delivery and employee standards where they didn’t 
exist previously such as certification of workers for example in childcare… the 
community sector relies on a workforce that has, at minimum, tertiary education 
and many have post-graduate education. The work is funded and delivered by 
people who are trained and experienced, who have expertise. The assumption 
that you can replace that with a volunteer workforce is highly flawed.

[Tessa Boyd-Caine]

Notwithstanding this professionalisation, many community sector organisations rely heavily on 
volunteers. Government agencies contribute only 70 per cent of the costs of programs delivered 
by NFPs who also rely on fees, charges and donations for the balance.152 Without motivating and 
mobilising volunteers, many of these organisations would be unable to meet community demand 
for their services.

‘Big Society’ impacts on the not-for-profit sector

    

The problem with what David Cameron is saying today is it comes at the same 
time as there are very big cuts in funding to the voluntary sector. This is essentially 
a nineteenth-century or U.S.-style view of our welfare state, which is: Cut back 
the welfare state and somehow civic society will thrive.

Ed Miliband, Labour Party Leader, July 2010153

At the same time as Cameron’s government has introduced their ‘Big Society’ changes, they have 
presided over historic cuts to public sector budgets. Sympathetic observers have argued that this 
makes any fair assessment of the impacts difficult. A more critical perspective, expressed by some 
public sector analysts, is that ‘Big Society’ was always intended as the spin for the systematic 
dismantling of the state, the gutting of civil society groups and a massive transfer of wealth from 
these two sectors to corporations.

In either case, it is impossible to ignore the impact of funding cuts in any evaluation of ‘Big 
Society’ impacts, or to consider these concurrent changes separately. The compelling evidence 
that the not-for-profit sector has suffered deeply would strike even the least critical observer. 
Contrary to the rhetoric, most NFPs have experienced funding cuts and many have been forced 
to scale back services, reduce staffing or to close. The initial optimism of many community sector 
leaders has turned to criticism and protest.
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‘Big Society’ commentary has focused on five adverse impacts on the not-for-profit sector: 
diminished funding; (correspondingly) diminished services; deterioration in NFP working 
conditions; silencing or diminishing the advocacy role of NFPs; and large NFPs ‘crowding’ out 
smaller ones, leading to a less diverse sector that is more detached from the grassroots.

Immediate funding cuts
Cameron’s first budget, adopted just one month after the May 2010 election, was described as 
an ‘austerity’ or even ‘emergency’ budget. Its impact shocked the community sector and was felt 
acutely by organisations relying heavily on volunteers. 

Within the first twelve months of the new government, community sector organisations faced 
reduced allocations of between £3 and £5 billion.154, 155 For many, these cuts came at time of 
increased demand and rising costs, leading to concerns that many may be forced to close. 

Funding available to community sector organisations was further reduced in the March 2011 
budget. Within twelve months, the number of people employed in the community sector fell by 
70,000. The budget cuts had the greatest impact in this sector, which lost almost 9 per cent of its 
workforce. By comparison, employment in the public sector fell by 4.3 per cent during the same 
period, while private sector employment increased by 1.5 per cent.156 The year was described by 
some in the community sector as an ‘annus horribilus’: most organisations lost funding, employees 
and their capacity to recruit and support volunteers. Community sector research demonstrates a 
direct correlation between the withdrawal of funding and a decline in volunteering.157
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The funding cuts have drawn widespread criticism and protest from sector advocates including 
the National Council for Voluntary Organisations. The UK Charity Commission accused Cameron 
of “pulling the rug out from under” his agenda for change.158 Religious leaders in the UK have 
spoken out about the impact on civil society. Interviewed on ABC Radio National’s ‘Encounter’ 
program in 2011, Reverend Malcolm Brown, Director of Mission and Public Affairs for the 
(Anglican) Archbishop’s Council concluded that the ‘Big Society’ vision and objectives were 
impossible in the context of massively reduced community sector funds. Reverend Tim Stevens, 
Bishop of Leicester, agreed that the cuts were damaging, rather than building, civil society:

Very large amounts of money (are) being taken out of the public purse, taken away from 
local government, and taken out of the pockets of people who might be giving to charities 
and churches. Voluntary organisations of every kind, are all having to contract right at the 
time when they’re being exhorted to encourage volunteering in active citizenship and you 
can’t do these two things at the same time.159

Union leaders were also damning in their assessment of community sector budget cuts. Dave 
Prentis, General Secretary of (public sector union) Unison declared that ‘Big Society’ should be 
renamed “the big cop-out. The Government is simply washing its hands of providing decent public 
services and using volunteers as a cut-price alternative.”160 Brendan Barber, General Secretary of 
the Trades Union Congress which represents fifty-eight British unions, has suggested that, “Big 
Society is looking more and more like a big con… These deep cuts to voluntary groups across the 
UK show that government claims that charities can replace direct services currently provided by 
central or local government are false.161

    

In a rather arbitrary way, what the Coalition is doing is simply withdrawing 
from the responsibility for providing particular services. The principal reason 
for withdrawing is to save money. The stated reason for withdrawing is a belief 
that this service is better provided by the local community. That’s where there is, 
at worst, a lie and, at best, obfuscation at the centre of this policy.

Tessa Jowell, Labour MP162

Even Phillip Blond, the self-promoting architect of Big Society, has expressed concern that 
communities in the UK haven’t had enough time or support to respond to the challenges of a 
diminished state. Blond commented in 2011 that, “the drive for cuts and deficit reduction is 
perhaps running too fast to give people the chance to take over the state and create the conditions 
for a civic economy.”163 This and similar observations by ‘Big Society’ creators and advocates 
could be interpreted as pre-emptive justification for its failure.

Diminished services
These changes resulted in the closure or partial closure of a very wide range of services 
including refugee and asylum seeker support, youth crime prevention, libraries, ranger services, 
community housing, youth counselling, community arts, alcohol addiction, theatre, flood defence, 
community legal support, public toilets, community radio, fire stations, museums, recycling, and 
rape crisis centres.164 These closures and the withdrawal of the services they provided have been 
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widely reported, but no comprehensive assessment has yet been attempted.165 It appears that 
the services most likely to close are those that might be described as difficult: services that are, 
by definition, expensive and unprofitable, and those dealing with intractable problems where 
payment by results is less feasible or attractive.

There is irony - and tragedy - in the loss of these valued community services. The community sector 
has not thrived through the withdrawal of the state: on the contrary. Paddington Development 
Trust, for instance, lost £350,000 (10 per cent of its annual budget) and was forced to lay 
off seven of fifty-two staff.166 The organisation had previously been described by Civil Society 
minister Nick Hurd as ‘Big Society’ in action. The UK’s extensive network of almost 400 Citizens 
Advice bureaux similarly experienced a 10 per cent funding cut in August 2011, at a time when 
demand for advice had almost doubled.167, 168 UK citizens also have reduced access to legal advice. 
Community legal centres lost £350M, requiring them to replace law centres and advisers with a 
telephone ‘gateway’.169

Australian research reinforces this direct relationship between economic circumstances and the 
vigour of the not-for-profit sector. PricewaterhouseCoopers, Fundraising Institute Australia and 
the Centre for Social Impact regularly survey more than 100 NFP organisations. The most recently 
published version of the survey170 reported that, in the context of the global financial crisis:

 » The income of three-fifths of surveyed groups had dropped by 10-15 per cent during 
the preceding six months; 

 » Only 17 per cent had not experienced a change in income;

 » In response to declining income, most NFPs were increasing their fundraising and 
volunteer recruitment activities; and

 » One-third of NFPs had implemented cost reduction measures, and more were 
planning cost reductions in the following year. 
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It is important to note that these circumstances coincided with increasing demand for the services 
provided by NFPs. If these community sector organisations had simultaneously experienced 
a sudden withdrawal of government funding (as has occurred in the UK), the impacts would 
certainly have been more drastic.

Working conditions in the not-for profit sector
In the UK, as in Australia, public sector workers tend to have somewhat better working conditions 
than their counterparts who perform similar work in other sectors. Dismantling public service 
agencies can impact on employees’ working conditions, even if the same people are then re-
employed in community sector organisations. When the Australian Government outsourced 
employment services to the private and not for profit sectors through the Job Network, for 
instance, there was an immediate reduction in general wages and conditions for frontline workers 
in the sector.171 Some ‘Big Society’ critics have also described it as an attack on unionism.172 
Workers in community and corporate sector organisations tend to be less inclined to join unions 
and, accordingly, less well represented in their negotiations with employers.

In Australia, the gap between community and public sector working conditions is set to narrow. 
Fair Work Australia recently ruled that the work of community sector workers was underpaid and 
ordered that an estimated 150,000 employees receive pay increases of between 21 and 45 per cent 
over 8 years.173, 174 In this instance, the Australian and state governments will provide additional 
funds to ensure that a higher wages bill does not ‘squeeze’ NFPs to scale down their community 
programs, though NFPs including Anglicare are not convinced that this will be straightforward.175 

NFPs were certainly ‘squeezed’ when the Australian Government outsourced the Job Network. 
Between 2003 and 2008, the government put organisations such as Catholic Social Services 
Employment under growing pressure to reduce their costs while delivering employment 
outcomes. Fees paid for their services remained almost static while the Consumer Price Index 
rose 9 per cent and the costs of delivery rose more than 16 per cent. As a result, “While fees were 
declining in real terms, contracts were becoming more prescriptive and providers were required 
to spend more time administering the increasingly intensive job seeker compliance regime.”176

In Australia, as in the UK, there is already a strong trend from secure to insecure employment. 
Casual workers represent almost one quarter of Australian employees, and fixed-term contracts, 
independent contracting, labour hire and new forms of outwork are all growing: 40 per cent of 
Australian workers are employed in insecure jobs, providing impetus for the current inquiry by 
former Deputy Prime Minister Brian Howe.177 By compounding and accelerating these trends, an 
Australian version of ‘Big Society’ may result in unintended social changes. The consequences of 
insecure work and fluctuating income include poverty, anxiety and loss of dignity. Guy Standing178 
suggests the trend toward insecure employment is a global phenomenon and describes a “new and 
dangerously angry class” – the ‘precariat’, whose working conditions provide, “No paid holidays, 
no sick leave, no subsidised training, no worthwhile pension to look forward to, and no assurance 
that if they lose their job they will be able to rely on state benefits or other assistance.”179
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Silencing dissent: Reconciling advocacy and grant dependency
Besides delivering community services, not-for-profit organisations play a vital role in a healthy 
democracy by representing community interests. When they become an extension of the apparatus 
of government – acquitting the former responsibilities of the state and depending on the state for 
their funding – there is a risk that they become less critical or outspoken in their advocacy.

‘Big Society’ promises ‘people power’, but commentators question the likelihood that the Cameron 
administration will welcome criticism of government programs and policies or campaigns to 
challenge government, corporations or financial institutions.180 

The potential to silence non-government organisations has been highlighted by researchers in 
Australia.181, 182 The ‘Compact’183 developed between the Australian Government and the not-for-
profit sector seeks to protect the right to advocacy, but is by no means a guarantee that non-
government groups will remain outspoken against unpopular policies. The impact is not necessarily 
intentional – non-government service providers may simply self-censor in order to safeguard 
their funding. Interviewed for this study, Martin Stewart-Weeks observed that the challenge 
of maintaining autonomy while relying on the state’s funds is a “characteristic challenge to the 
government-civil society conversation that we are quite a long way from resolving, regardless of 
‘Big Society.’” Vern Hughes concurred, commenting that:

    

The big non-government organisations in Australia are in the business of service 
delivery. They will never stop and say the service delivery paradigm is broken 
because they’re running it. The service delivery providers are not going to be a 
part of that debate because they’re conflicted. Most of the funded advocacy bodies 
in these policy areas tend to identify more with government and service delivery 
organisations than they do with consumers.

[Vern Hughes]

Professor Paul Smyth highlighted another reason why contracted NFPs may be less committed 
to independent critique and commentary on government policy: they can begin to identify more 
with government than with the community they exist to serve.

    

Now you’ve got people with huge investments in their own NGO and it becomes 
a conflict of interests… of looking after your organisation and looking after the 
people who need your services. Some of the providers have the sense that there’s 
nothing wrong with the system, they’re doing a good job and it’s the fault of the 
unemployed themselves for not turning up to interviews or not being compliant 
with their service delivery. It can be a tendency for them to defend the system 
against the welfare clients and blame the clients if the system isn’t working.

[Professor Paul Smyth]
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One ‘Big Society’ initiative intended to strengthen civil society is the Community Organising 
Programme. This program seeks to train 5,000 community organisers during the first term of the 
Cameron government. The program is managed by Locality, a non-government organisation, and 
entails a twelve-month on-the-job training program hosted by local NGOs. In 2011, 500 people 
enrolled in the program, “learning the skills they need to identify local leaders and bring people 
together to act on what matters to them, including using new powers devolved from government 
to citizens.”184 Civil Society Minister Nick Hurd has described the program as a remedy to the 
failings of government agencies who impose programs without understanding each community’s 
unique problems. The Minister has asserted that the Community Organising Programme will,

allow local people to work together, take control of their lives and create the change 
they want to see. We’re giving power back to people and supporting them to make their 
communities better places to live. This is part of a much wider drive to help revive social 
action and build a bigger, stronger society.185

Like National Citizen Service, the Community Organising Programme has drawn considerable 
criticism. For one thing, the program only supports participants for one year, providing them 
with considerably less structured training and professional development than the professional 
community development workers they are expected to replace. After just one year, the organisers 
are expected to be self-funding, having gained the skills needed to raise funds to pay for their own 
salaries.

Secondly, organisers must work within the constraints of reduced public sector funding and 
its impacts. Their community development efforts inevitably lead citizens to identify problems 
that have been created by government cut-backs. As one program participant observed, “All 
the youth centres have been taken away. You wonder why the crime rate has gone up. If the 
young people had somewhere to go, the crime rate wouldn’t go up.”186 Renowned U.S. activist 
educator Saul Alinsky, whose community organising endowment is identified as the inspiration 
for the program, would have an immediate answer to this dilemma: organisers should support 
communities to mobilise and hold their elected representatives to account through people power 
including, where necessary, protest, withdrawal of cooperation and confrontation. ‘Taking sides’ 
in these explicitly political ways is clearly not an intended outcome of Cameron’s program.

Big fish, small fish
The fifth and final impact discussed here is the tendency for ‘Big Society’ to favour larger non-
government organisations. Just as larger not-for-profit organisations have been favoured 
through the Big Society’ commissioning process, their counterparts in Australia have garnered 
an increasing proportion of outsourced services. This outcome is directly contrary to the stated 
intention of ‘Big Society’ and its architects: to engender diversity. 

The dynamics that favour large non-government organisations are well documented in both the 
UK and Australia. Several of the public sector analysts interviewed for this study expressed the 
view that a larger number of small, local NGOs would deliver better, fairer and more enduring 
social outcomes than a smaller number of large NGOs, and suggested reasons for the observed 
trend toward service provision by very large NFPs.
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Larger NFPs, like corporations, have access to capital, they are able to borrow and are more 
likely to have reserves they can draw on. This gives them an advantage as they are better able 
to invest in infrastructure and staff, negotiate complex tendering procedures and diversify their 
services. These factors are influencing the outsourcing process in New South Wales where, “The 
ability of providers to borrow, coupled with tax and other concessions that reduce housing costs, 
make community housing an attractive partner for the NSW Government in delivering affordable 
and social housing in high-need areas.”187 Australian research has pointed to a ‘capital crisis’ in 
parts of the not-for-profit sector, including organisations delivering aged care and schools, and 
suggested that larger and church-supported organisations have a distinct advantage.

Several interviewees observed that bigger NFPs are also advantaged by an inflexible ‘one size fits 
all’ administrative approach.

    

What characterised the 1990s and the 2000s when you saw the Productivity 
Commission push business models into service delivery, many of the small 
providers disappeared off of the scene, the ones that had been spawned from 
genuine voluntary activity because they weren’t business-like. They couldn’t 
handle all the red tape and couldn’t compete against the big guys who got the 
contracts. So we ended up with a scene dominated by large quasi-government 
NGO creatures operating like little or big corporates.

[Professor Paul Smyth]

Professor Smyth was not alone in his concern that the trend away from small and diverse 
community sector organisations to ‘quasi government creatures’ appears likely to continue: 
“What future will the voluntary sector have? Will it just continue to suffer and die at the margins 
or will other things intervene to create a new larger role for it?”

Cath Smith elaborated on the ‘red tape’ reference, suggesting that onerous accountability 
arrangements are a key factor in the trend toward fewer, larger contracting NFPs:

    

You start off with diversity but then what appears to happen is that isomorphic 
thing where government prefers to work with agencies that are like governments. 
Gradually over time you end up with government supporting a smaller number 
of large NGOs that may as well be small government departments in their own 
right because they’re so driven by KPIs, looking upwards rather than managing 
risk for clients.

[Cath Smith]

Government agencies may be inclined to minimise the number of non-government entities they 
contract in order to simplify transactions and management. Richard Mulgan described how this 
dynamic influenced the Howard Government’s outsourcing of information technology services 
during the late 1990s.
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They talked about setting up a hub of local IT entrepreneurs and turning Canberra 
into Silicone Valley. Soon after, you found that many of the contracts were held 
by international companies who were better equipped and easier to deal with.

[Richard Mulgan]

Another explanation for the ‘big fish’ phenomenon suggested by Professor Mark Lyons was that 
regulations and standards apply to entire industries and fail to recognise the capacity of NFPs or 
the distinction between community and private sector organisations. As a consequence of this and 
other factors, Lyons observed that, “the gap between the charitable model and the commercial 
model has begun to disappear.”188
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4. Commissioning corporations: Diversity or cartels?

    

Business is the most powerful force for social progress.

David Cameron, February 2012189



48

Big Society and Australia

Any Willing Provider

    

In the services amenable to commissioning, the principles of open public services 
will switch the default from one where the state provides the service itself to one 
where the state commissions the service from a range of diverse providers.

Open Public Services White Paper 2011190

Arguably, the most significant element of ‘Big Society’ is the plan to outsource or ‘commission’ 
the widest imaginable range of previously government functions to ‘Any Willing Provider’. 
Commissioning is based on a set of asserted benefits. According to ‘Big Society’ advocates, 
outsourcing functions that have traditionally been the domain of the state will result in:

 » Innovation and freedom from the ‘red tape’ that Blond and other ‘small government’ 
proponents associate with the ‘big state’; 

 » Decentralisation: centralisation is typically depicted as the antithesis of innovation;

 » Services that are responsive to local needs, giving local people a greater say and 
influence over how money should be spent and services delivered.191 According to 
Phillip Blond, “If everybody gets the same, needs are never met”192;

 » Competition on a level playing field;

 » Entrepreneurialism and innovation:193 ‘Big Society’ champions promote as a truism 
the innovative advantage of the private sector; and

 » Diversity: Wei’s coral reef metaphor depicts a diverse ecosystem that supports a wide 
array of large and small co-existing and mutually dependent organisms. He referred 
to the state as the seabed, supporting and facilitating diversity.

These aspirations will be familiar to observers of public sector debates in 
Australia. As in the UK, there is considerable enthusiasm here for many 
different types of organisations to provide services in an equally diverse 
range of approaches. And governments can play a useful role in creating 
this diversity. Interviewed for this study, Professor Geoff Gallop argued that 
to encourage and facilitate mutuals and cooperatives, governments need 
to identify and address legislative obstacles: “If you’re really serious about 
empowering people to do things for themselves, you’ve got to make it possible.“ 
Gallop identified community meetings to establish local branches of the 
Bendigo Bank as an example of this kind of community initiative. Professor 
Richard Mulgan spoke of the potential for governments to, “stimulate 
local entrepreneurial activity and market behavior” through outsourcing: 
“We should be outsourcing the maintenance of Aboriginal schools to local 
Aboriginal maintenance firms to encourage people to set up such firms rather 
than by having it done by centralised bureaucracy.”

By enabling all  

sectors to compete for 

contracts on a level playing 

field citizens and  

communities will benefit 

from greater choice and more 

responsive services. 

Nick Hurd, UK Minister for Civil Society194

“

”
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Although corporations occupy a significant role in Cameron’s idealised ‘Big Society’, they are 
expected to complement a wide range of other organisations including partnerships, joint 
ventures and mergers involving charities, NGOs, NFPs, public servants, social entrepreneurs 
and enterprises. Cameron’s speeches typically depict this emerging diversity as a remedy to an 
outmoded and stultifying state:

We’ve got to get rid of the centralised bureaucracy that wastes money and undermines 
morale. And in its place we’ve got to give professionals much more freedom, and open up 
public services to new providers like charities, social enterprises and private companies so 
we get more innovation, diversity and responsiveness to public need.195

His government’s drive for diverse providers is intended to actively involve new hybrid 
organisations that blend elements of the private, public and community sectors.

Spin-outs are government agencies that transform into social enterprises or joint ventures. 
Local government authorities in the UK have been encouraged to form these joint ventures 
with charities and private sector organisations. By mid-2011, there were reportedly 20 
spin-outs delivering nearly £1bn of health services.196 Circle Health, one example of this 
form of social enterprise, is jointly owned by its staff, managers and financial backers.197

Mutuals, another form of hybrid organisation advocated by ‘Big Society’, are employee-
owned co-operatives formed by staff from existing state providers. Cabinet Office Minister 
Francis Maude has predicted that by 2015, “up to one million current public sector 
workers, 15 per cent of the existing workforce, will be employee owners and partners in 
mutuals delivering public services.”198 Minister for Civil Society Nick Hurd has suggested 
the UK government can, “unlock the energy and enthusiasm” of public sector staff through 
mentoring and support to form social enterprises and mutuals.199 

There has been a cautious public response to the government’s enthusiasm for mutuals and spin-
outs. Commentators have warned that organisations may have difficulty blending the commercial 
imperative with the public service ethos to establish a shared agenda.200 Public servants themselves 
have expressed considerable reservation. Surveys of staff in the National Health Service’s Primary 
Care Trusts in some UK counties found that up to 97 per cent are opposed to mutualisation as it 
is currently proposed. Their opposition has not dissuaded Cameron from his enthusiasm, leading 
UK Trades Union Congress leader Brendan Barber to observe, “They went ahead anyway. This 
wasn’t about empowering employees, this was about railroading employees into a new structure 
that they didn’t support.”201
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Table 4: Pros and cons associated with ‘mutuals’ 202

Claimed benefits of mutuals Concerns about mutuals

Smaller organisations are often considered 
better at preserving creativity and innovation 
while larger organisations are considered 
more likely to adopt processes that control 
their staff.

Will they have the culture, expertise and 
resources necessary to make a real difference 
to public services?

A small team can keep hold of the reins 
by simply shouting over the desk to one 
another, making decisions very quickly and 
then acting rapidly.

Will mutuals be genuinely different to the 
organisations they are replacing?

Services tend to be more personalised and 
bespoke which brings with it an increased 
ability to manage demand.

Profit taking and organisational culture that 
contradicts the ‘public service ethos’.

Deliver better services and increased savings. The public service reform framework may 
not deliver maximum value.

The vision of public service agencies and departments forming partnerships and evolving into 
these new hybrid organisations is not shared by senior public sector managers. Responding to 
a 2011 survey, a significant proportion warned of impacts on staff morale, service quality and 
efficiency, and the actual success of previous partnerships.



51

Big Society and Australia

Figure 8: Senior public sector managers’ views toward privatisation203

These survey results are especially concerning in the context of a rapid trend toward public-
private partnership. In 2011, 17 per cent of public sector organisations were estimated to deliver 
more than 40 per cent of services through partnerships with private and community sector 
organisations. Aided by ‘Big Society’ initiatives, this is expected to more than double to 38 per 
cent by 2014.204

Commissioning corporations in the UK

    

What will Any Willing Provider in public services actually mean in practice? In 
three words, it will mean: lots more competition. To some, especially in the public 
sector, this spells duplication, chaos, a race to the bottom and bullying private 
companies, squashing the rest. To others, particularly in the private, social 
enterprise and voluntary sectors, it means diversity of supply, innovation, choice 
and efficiency, as organisations vie for new business.

Craig Dearden-Phillips, The Guardian205
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To date, corporations and other for-profit entities have dominated the commissioning process. 
Thirty-five of the forty main contracts awarded under the government’s Work Programme went to 
large private businesses such as Deloitte, Serco and A4e, despite assurances from Whitehall that 
the process would create more opportunities for the voluntary sector.206, 207 Trades Union General 
Secretary Brendan Barber describes the idea of “opening up all of our services to competition” as 
“ultimately a route to massive privatisation.”208

As Phillip Blond has noted, the trend toward corporate control of service provision was established 
under the previous Labour government: “Under New Labour most contracts went to just three 
companies and there was a transfer from public to private monopoly.”209 Blond’s optimism that 
the requirement for diversity and payment on outcome would guard against this tendency has so 
far proved to be unfounded. Monopolies have thrived.

The changes have been associated with a dramatic decline in public sector employment (238,000 
jobs lost in 2011) and some corresponding growth in private sector employment (96,000 
jobs).210 The trend seems set to accelerate as commissioning cascades from the national to local 
government. Since early 2012, local councils throughout the UK have advertised more than 600 
tenders for the provision of their outsourced community services.211

The outcomes of the first two years of commissioning raise other concerns. As noted in Chapter 3 of 
this report, the process has disadvantaged not-for-profit organisations and very few have secured 
direct (‘prime’) contracts. Instead, some have been engaged as sub-contractors by for-profit 
companies, at times on terms they consider inequitable.212  Community sector organisations’ lack 
of capital, a significant impediment preventing them from tendering, was meant to be addressed 
through the creation of Big Society Capital. In fact, most applications for the first £600 million 
made available through this fund came from social enterprises. Charities and other ‘traditional’ 
community organisations were not well represented, leading some commentators to express 
concern that (for-profit) ‘social enterprises’ are not yet required to adopt any particular legal 
structure, adhere to rules to ensure accountability, or to be appropriately regulated: “The nascent 
social investment market must not allow itself to be misappropriated by companies masquerading 
as social enterprises.”213

In the context of austerity measures, service cuts, and downward pressure on public sector 
wages, there has been considerable scrutiny of the exorbitant salary and incentive packages 
paid to the heads of some corporations commissioned in place of public and community sector 
organisations. In 2011, Serco’s chief executive enjoyed an 18 per cent rise to £1.86 million, and the 
company’s finance director received an increase of 7 per cent to £948,295.214 This seems modest 
in comparison to the £8.6 million215 received by Emma Harrison, head of the A4e corporation 
which is one of the main beneficiaries of the UK’s outsourced Work Programme. Observers have 
noted that Harrison’s package and the £11m received in dividends by A4e’s five shareholders 
occurred during a period when the company failed to meet government targets to find jobs for the 
unemployed.216 This is a part of broader pattern of profit-taking by the company. MP Margaret 
Hodge has commented on A4e’s behaviour in her east London constituency, 

It seems like a scam… They win the contract, and all they do is sub-contract to a perfectly 
adequate organisation in my borough called LifeLine, which has developed out of a church. 
A4e slice off 12.5 per cent.217 

 



53

Big Society and Australia

Australian corporations that deliver community services are not immune to accusations of 
profit-taking. ‘Fast’ Eddy Groves, the director of ABC childcare, the subject of a case study in 
this report, received considerable scrutiny for his decadent lifestyle and personal profit during 
the corporation’s boom and bust. Interviewed for this study, VCOSS director Cath Smith said of 
ABC, “It is true that there was sucking up of resources into shareholder profit rather than quality 
childcare.” Her comment underscores the reality that funds channeled into excessive wages and 
bonuses, into advertising and promotion and even into the process of competing for government 
tenders are funds that are not available for actually delivering services.

Outsourcing to corporations in Australia
The scale of outsourcing and privatisation conducted by Commonwealth and State governments 
has led to an impression that “the cupboard is now relatively bare”, that there is nothing left to 
outsource.218 If this were the case, then any discussion on the merits of outsourcing public services 
in Australia would seem to be largely academic. However, such a view is at odds with the reality 
of a significant workforce of approximately 1.4 million public servants in the Australian and state 
governments’ agencies and departments. Although both outsourcing and privatisation have 
occurred across a number of sectors and have sometimes been large-scale, the majority of public 
services remain government operations. The scattered nature of outsourcing and privatisation 
in Australia would make a detailed description lengthy, so only an overview is given here. The 
overview is sufficient to make clear that there are many public services that could potentially 
be outsourced or commissioned, making the question of the wisdom of doing so a continuing 
concern.

Several inter-related ideas are at play in this analysis and warrant brief explanation. The 
expression ‘outsourcing’ tends to describe a contractual relationship initiated by government 
with non-government entities for the provision of specified services. The required services and 
the level of funding for their provision are still defined by the state. ‘Privatisation’ generally 
signifies the transfer of ownership, operation and control of government assets, institutions and 
authority. Whereas outsourced functions typically continue to be controlled by government, 
privatisation is a clearer break from the state’s responsibility and, sometimes from its regulation. 
The corporatisation of government functions, such as creating corporations to run public 
transport or water services for state or local governments, can be an intermediate step toward 
privatisation. Alongside the global trend toward privatisation and outsourcing, governments 
including ours have individualised funding for many public services through a complex system 
of taxes and transfers. As well as directly delivering services and performing other functions, 
governments provide family assistance, superannuation, private health insurance, childcare and 
other concessions, income support payments and cash payments.

One useful framework for describing the public sector and the extent to which it has already been 
dismantled or outsourced is to categorise it in terms of four core functions or ‘types of work’ as 
depicted in the figure below:



54

Big Society and Australia

Figure 9: Four dimensions of public service work 219, 220

Service delivery
Law making, rule making 
and policy development

Tax collection and 
managing government finance

Monitoring and enforcing 
laws and regulations

This framework is particularly appropriate in this context, because each type of work tends to 
have its own forms of outsourcing, as will be seen below. Examining each dimension in turn will 
show the extent to which further privatisation or outsourcing is possible (though not necessarily 
prudent).

Service Delivery
This is the type of work most commonly associated with outsourcing and privatisation, perhaps 
because the most dramatic form of privatisation, asset sales, are unique to this category. Other 
privatisation methods are also used, such as asset leases, contracts for operation/management/
maintenance, and BOOT (build own operate transfer). Despite the high-profile nature of these 
methods, the reality is that there are still significant areas of service delivered by government.

Some areas are largely untouched by outsourcing and privatisation; for example, defence, 
where various support aspects have been outsourced, such as some elements of human resource 
management221 and maintenance facilities222, but the actual armed services remain in government 
hands. Of course it could be argued that there is universal agreement that such functions should 
remain a state responsibility,223 and thus there is no realistic prospect of outsourcing. However, it 
should be noted that private security forces were employed in Iraq to replace American military 
escorts, so the possibility of partial outsourcing cannot be discounted.224 Another example is 
postal services; although private competition exists to a degree, Australia Post is still the dominant 
player and has sole right to deliver letters.225 The privatisation of Australia’s oldest organisation226 
is a possibility, as shown by recent moves in the UK to privatise the even older Royal Mail.227 In 
the Netherlands, where postal services have been privatised, citizens are visited each week by 
the postmen and post women of four companies: the ‘orange’ postmen of TNT Post; the ‘blue’ 
postmen of Sandd; the ‘yellow’ postmen of Selekt; and the ‘half-orange’ postmen of Netwerk VS. 
Apparently, none of these companies are prospering, and casual labour is replacing the unionised 
workforce.228

Other services have significant private sector involvement, but are still provided by government 
in the majority of cases. This can be geographically uneven due to different approaches to 
privatisation among the states. For example: the energy industry, where Victoria has privatised 
more aggressively than other states;229 or water, where South Australia is the only state to contract 
out its entire urban water system.230 Alternatively there can be a relatively even distribution of a 
minority of private sector providers, as occurs in primary and secondary schools.231 In either case 
the possibility for an increase in private provision is possible, either by further asset sales, or by 
structuring the market so that private services out-compete public.

Many sectors have been heavily privatised, including finance, where the sales of the Commonwealth 
Bank and all banks owned by the states during the 1990s left banking entirely in private hands. 
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Almost all state owned insurance organisations have also been sold off. In this and some other 
sectors, such as telecommunications, there are often still large public bodies such as government 
owned Medibank Private with 33 per cent of the private health insurance market and the ABC 
with over 20 per cent audience share in both television and radio.232 The privatisation of these 
bodies is often a serious prospect. Privatisation of Medibank was an election promise of the 
Howard government before it lost power in 2007.233 While the sale of the ABC has not had much 
serious discussion recently, many of its functions are being outsourced – the current trend is that 
the ABC has been increasing its external production.234

Law making, rule making and policy development
In this type of government work, consultancy contracts are a common form of outsourcing. 
Despite the fact that the making of policy and laws has been argued to be a universally agreed-on 
government function,235 the large number of consultants employed each year by the Australian 
public service suggests that the private sector may be playing a significant role in the process. 
Some of these contracts specifically state that they are for the provision of policy advice; others 
have vague descriptions such as “professional services” which could include work that has input 
into rule and policy formation.236 Although the current stated opinion of many politicians is in 
favour of reducing consultancies, in practice it seems that this will be very difficult to achieve 
due to shortages of specialist staff.237 During its first four years, the current government has 
spent almost $2.2 billion on 17,736 consultancy contracts.238 And since both major parties are 
promising cuts to public service staff, the probability is that use of consultants will increase.

Co-regulation is the other way in which government responsibilities in this category are shifted 
to the private sector. Under some forms of co-regulation, the content of the rules to be enforced 
is partially or entirely developed by industry, for example, where legislation allows an industry 
developed code of conduct to be given legal backing and enforced by a government regulatory 
body.239 The implementation of co-regulatory approaches is likely to continue, since they are 
promoted by key international and Australian government organisations.240

Tax collection and managing government finance
This is probably the part of the public service which has so far seen the least outsourcing and 
privatisation. Consultants are used in the agencies responsible for this work, but not to the same 
extent as many others. For example, the Department of Treasury is the tenth lowest spender on 
consultants, and ATO is only the eighth highest spender on consultants despite being the second 
largest agency in terms of staff.241 However, like other government agencies, funding cuts could 
reduce staff and increase the need for consultants.

It is also arguable that taxes are privatised when the ability to charge rates is transferred along 
with an asset sale in service delivery. For example, water rates are sometimes regarded as a tax, 
especially since they are often used to fund the construction or maintenance of infrastructure.242 
When water services are privatised these rates continue to be charged by the now privately 
owned organisations. This can also occur with other essential services such as electricity. There 
is systematic lobbying by corporations to privatise such services,243 and this means a pressure to 
privatise the effective taxes that accompany the services.
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Monitoring and enforcing laws and regulations
As with the making of laws, co-regulation is a form of privatisation that occurs in this type of 
work. Sometimes distinguished as “quasi-regulation”244 these regimes may involve government 
input into developing codes of conduct or administrative arrangements, but the monitoring and 
enforcement is left to industry. Examples of this include a number of industry-based ombudsmen, 
of which the Energy and Water Ombudsman NSW (EWON) is a typical case.245 This organisation 
was created by the Energy industry and its membership later extended to water suppliers.246 
EWON’s structure, designed to include representation from both industry and consumers, was 
approved by the government, but it is not a government entity and its operations are entirely 
funded by membership fees from participating energy and suppliers. Membership is required 
by legislation or licences for many members, but some participate on a voluntary basis.247 Where 
a complaint is made against a supplier EWON does have the ability to make a determination 
that is binding on the supplier. However, this power is rarely used (the last binding decision 
was made in 2007248) and the majority of complaints are resolved by facilitating negations.249 
Currently, most quasi-regulatory regimes relate to the finance, energy and water industries, but 
similar arrangements could be introduced as alternatives to a wide range of enforcement and 
monitoring schemes.

Since prisons form part of the enforcement of laws, contracting their operation to corporations 
is another form of enforcement privatisation. This functions in a similar fashion to contracting 
of services discussed above, and as with services, further privatisation is possible. Although, at 
17 per cent, Australia has one of the highest proportions of prisoners in privatised prisons,250 

the potential to increase this certainly exists given that Victoria has had nearly 50 per cent of 
prisoners in privatised prisons.251 

Lastly, it should be noted that it is possible to outsource or privatise policing. Australia’s private 
policing is currently limited in scope and scale,252 but an increase is possible. Indeed, such an 
initiative is now being considered in the UK.253 Security company G4S, which already runs British 
prisons and builds police stations, is bidding for administrative and operational policy services 
worth £1.5 billion.254 

The Australian Government’s position on outsourcing to corporations
The potential for future outsourcing in Australia is sometimes regarded as a non-issue due to 
the perception that the majority of outsourcing that can occur already has occurred. As can be 
seen from the above, this perception is badly mistaken. The variety and scale of government 
activities that can be subject to outsourcing is frequently underestimated. There remain many 
government operations that are untouched or only lightly touched by outsourcing. Given that the 
scope for future outsourcing is large, and the controversy these changes create, it is important 
that extensive and rigorous consideration continues to be given to this issue.

The official stance of the Australian Government toward outsourcing public services can be 
discerned through its policies, through political speeches and through its justification for 
specific decisions and actions. Our closest equivalent to Cameron’s ‘Any Willing Provider’ is the 
National Competition Policy.255 Since the late 1980s, this agreement between Australian state 
and national governments has required all levels of government to expose their procurement 
activities to competition. Government agencies are required to implement ‘competitive neutrality’ 
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so as to ensure that the private sector have access to government procurement opportunities. 
Different Australian governments have interpreted this policy in their own ways. For example 
the Queensland Government adhered to the policy but set targets for the share of government 
building and infrastructure projects that its public works department would retain. Other state 
governments acted on the assumption that where the policy puts public and private providers in 
competition with each other, public will be displaced by private.256 

When the Government led by John Howard announced its intention to 
outsource the operations of Australia’s immigration detention centres in 
1996, a government committee reported that the Government of the day 
had formed the view that detention services “should be contestable.”258 
Following the 2007 change in government, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
extended this principle to service delivery in general, stating that,

The question of how services are best delivered has not been 
resolved conclusively in favour of either the market or the state. 
In some instances, the public sector may provide services that are 
of better quality, are more accessible, or that come at a lower cost. 
In other instances, private or community sector provision may 
reflect a better use of limited public resources.259

Mr Rudd stopped well short of David Cameron’s anti-state position, though, and assured public 
service managers that he did not have an “ideological preference for the public sector, nor for the 
private sector.” More recently, in its 2009 Procurement Statement, the Australian Government 
stated that it will “only contract out when it is in the public interest, having regard to such 
considerations as the quality and accessibility of services and the implications for affected public 
sector employees.”260

Public sector observers interviewed for this study tended to consider the Australian Government 
favourably disposed toward outsourcing of public services.

    

The way that the frameworks have been established here over the last decade has 
been that governments have said their role is as funder and they’re not concerned 
about who the instrument of the delivery of a program is. It doesn’t matter to 
them if it’s a for-profit or not-for-profit charity or anything else. 

[Vern Hughes]

Outsourcing Australia’s employment services
A key element of the UK Government ‘Big Society’ agenda is the Work Programme, where the 
provision of employment services to job seekers is commissioned to community and private 
sector organisations. Like some other ‘Big Society’ reforms, a similar system has already been put 
into place in Australia. A comparison of the two schemes shows that similar problems have arisen 
in both. This indicates that these issues are inherent to a privatised employment services regime, 
and are a sign that the flaws in ‘Big Society’ schemes rolled out in the UK are likely to be replicated 
if they are imported to Australia.

If you can find suppliers  

of a particular service in the 

Yellow Pages you may ask  

why is the government 

providing it.

David Kemp, Minister for Education in  
the Howard Government, 1997 257

“
”
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Australia was the first OECD nation to completely privatise its employment services.261 The 
privatisation began in a limited form in 1994 under the Keating government’s Working Nation 
program. Up to 30 per cent of the intensive and specialised case management services for the 
long-term unemployed were contracted out under a stringent regulatory regime.262 However, in 
1998 the Howard government’s new Job Network program meant that all delivery was provided 
under contract.263 Initially around a third of the contracts were held by public providers. This 
reduced to less than 10 per cent in 2000, then to 3 per cent in 2003.264 In 2008 under a Labor 
government a new program, Job Services Australia, was implemented but retained the same 
fundamental architecture.265

    

Having a diversity of providers is really my interest. It was sparked by my 
involvement in the Commonwealth creation of the Job Network, with outsourced 
provision of job services. We were actually ahead of the UK in engaging 
community-based organisations in service delivery at that stage. There was 
also involvement from the private sector. Thérèse Rein actually developed her 
business model for Work Directions here in Australia which has now become so 
successful in France, Germany and the UK. It was because we had moved in that 
direction… In the UK there has been an understandable wariness about the real 
benefits of contracted service delivery, partly driven by the Serco effect.

[Professor Peter Shergold]

In contrast to Australia, the comprehensive outsourcing of employment services in the UK is a 
much more recent phenomenon. Like Australia, outsourcing had been introduced in a limited 
form in the 1990s.266 However, it was not until 2011 that the Cameron government moved toward 
comprehensive outsourcing under their Work Programme. Under the scheme, responsibility for 
delivering employment services within a region is taken on by prime contractors’ who are then 
able to subcontract the work of delivery to clients to smaller localised organisations – ‘first tier 
contractors’ – who in turn can subcontract specific aspects of the work, such as training or drug 
and alcohol counselling, to ‘second tier contractors’.267 Although public sector organisations can 
tender, in 2011 only one of the 40 prime contractors was a public sector organisation.268

In Australia a number of systemic problems have become apparent with 
employment services outsourced to corporations. The most serious issue has 
been the tendency of the employment service providers to pay more attention 
to maximising their output measures, and less to actual assistance to the 
unemployed. It has been claimed that the low level of funding provided by 
the contracts essentially forces provider organisations to “play the system” 
in order to survive.269, 270 The tightness of the margins was demonstrated 
in 2003 when the government needed to provide what was in effect a $30 
million bail-out for Job Network providers.271 In some cases playing to the 
incentives has lead to perverse outcomes such as bribing corporations to 
create short-term work, and delaying finding work for clients in order to take 
advantage of long-term unemployed placement bonuses.272 

Employment services in 

Australia, as throughout the 

world, is big business funded 

straight out of public budgets. 

Millionaires have emerged  

from this industry.

Noel Pearson 273

“

”
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In other cases there has been fraudulent reporting, and despite the fact that a number of examples 
of this were identified in 2006,274 new cases that came to light earlier this year275 show that the 
problem has not gone away. In addition, there are indications that the system is failing some 
groups that have the most difficulty finding work, such as older jobseekers.276 And the number of 
providers has decreased, leaving provision increasingly undertaken by the larger organisations. 
This confirms that smaller local organisations are disadvantaged by the scheme.277

Despite the fact that UK employment services were privatised much more recently, similar 
problems have already arisen. As in Australia there is a focus on outcome measurements at the 
expense of substantive support; one Work Programme executive stated, “It’s an outcome contract, 
not a service contract.”278 There are also indications of very tight margins.279, 280 Perverse outcomes 
are being seen, such as job seekers being forced to give up volunteering in a museum in order to 
work at a chain discount store for free.281 The recent scandal surrounding prime contractor A4e 
indicates that fraudulent reporting may also be occurring.282, 283 In addition, there is evidence that 
some of the most vulnerable groups of jobseekers are being disadvantaged.284 And the difficulties 
for small organisations are causing severe problems.285

Serco: A big fish growing bigger

Why Serco?
A brief case study of Serco serves to illustrate the concerns that many in the UK express about 
commissioning corporations, and the risks associated with fostering a smaller number of ever-
larger corporations to perform functions previously fulfilled by governments.

Six years ago Serco was described as “probably the biggest company you’ve never heard of”286 and 
this is still the case for many people. It’s a multinational corporation that specialises in providing 
public services under government contract. Serco operates and maintains a surprisingly large and 
diverse range of services in both the UK and Australia, as well as in several other countries. Its 
website lists some examples of the scale of its operations including: traffic management systems 
covering more than 17,500 kilometres of roads worldwide; managing 500,000 square kilometres 
of airspace in five countries; managing education authorities on behalf of local governments; 
and providing defence support services worldwide.287 Serco also manages a number of hospitals, 
prisons and detention centres, and is involved in a host of other services.288

Private sector involvement in the delivery of public services (which may take the form of 
privatisation, outsourcing or commissioning, or public-private parternships) is a significant part 
of ‘Big Society’ thinking. The argument usually made in support of privatisation and outsourcing 
is that it provides better value for public money, since the competitive environment of the private 
sector rewards the ability to provide equal or better services at a lower cost. Arguments have 
also been made that it results in more locally appropriate services by encouraging a diversity of 
providers,289 and that accountability is greater in the private sector.290 These arguments may well 
be correct in some cases. However, it is a mistake to think that outsourcing will always deliver 
these benefits, and therefore that it is always appropriate. In the same vein, it would be simplistic 
to assert that government operated services are always delivered in locally appropriate ways, that 
they never fall short in some respects or that they are never withdrawn without consultation.
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Focusing on the company Serco, there have been numerous reports of instances where its service 
provision has been sub-standard, high-cost, has eliminated diversity, or has lacked accountability. 
Putting this focus on Serco’s faults is not to say that it is any more prone to failures than other 
corporations in this area, or that it is always unsuccessful in its service provision. Rather, the 
point is to show clearly the dangers of outsourcing and privatisation, and why this path must not 
be accepted as a universal good. 

Social justice and human rights
In the delivery of essential public services, sub-standard performance can result in serious 
injustices and even the violation of human rights. Serco has come under particularly strong 
criticism in its management of prisons and detention centres. In Australian immigration detention 
centres there have been cases of children having their crayons banned,291 detainees referred to 
only by their identity number,292 and a suicide after a detainee was denied social contact and 
refused permission to attend an important religious event.293 There has also been evidence of 
security personnel with inadequate (or even no) qualifications,294 and a lack of mental health 
training for staff associated high rates of detainee self-harm and suicide attempts.295

In the UK, Serco-run prisons have been found by a government inspection to have a culture of 
“institutional meanness”296 which included converting two-prisoner cells to hold three by putting 
a bed in the shared toilet.297 And Serco-run youth detention centres have been found by the courts 
to have perpetrated a decade of unlawful abuse.298 The worst case was that of a fourteen-year-old 
boy in a juvenile detention centre, who hanged himself after being unlawfully assaulted by Serco-
trained guards.299

Although most of the reports of sub-standard service provision have come out of prisons and 
detention centres, Serco has also come under criticism in other areas; such as the removal of an 
out-of-hours GP service from a UK community without any consultation, which raised concerns 
that lives could be put at risk.300

Value for money
The argument that outsourcing will provide better value for taxpayer money is problematic in 
two ways: Firstly, in seeking the lowest cost model, service quality might suffer significantly. This 
may be the cause of some or all of the instances of sub-standard service mentioned above. As 
one union representative put it, “Serco’s track record in Australia in the detention centres is that 
they run their services very lean as far as staffing goes and that’s how they make their money.”301 
Secondly, the private sector is not somehow immune to inefficiency. For example, Serco and 
another company (G4S) have been accused of incurring excessive costs in running secure units 
for youth offenders,302 and of paying excessive salaries to their CEOs.303

Given the complexity of many public services it is often difficult to tell whether private providers 
are really providing better value, and sometimes this assessment is itself outsourced, leading to 
further problems. Last year Serco won a tender to run a youth prison in Western Australia, as part 
of the tender process an estimate was made of the costs if the public sector were to run it. This 
estimate was made by the firm KPMG, which has previously worked with Serco on a number of 
projects and may have been advising Serco and the State Government at the same time.304
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Even where assessments of value are not outsourced, private providers have the independence 
and financial ability to influence the process. In Bradford (UK) where Serco took over the 
management of all state schools, it failed to achieve the education targets set out in its original 
contract, but convinced the council to lower the targets and award the company a performance 
bonus.305 In Australia, the New South Wales State Premier has received advice from the former 
head of the Serco Institute (its research think-tank) on “ideas to save money”.306

Diversity
Despite claims that ‘opening up’ the public sector will result in a diversity of organisations 
competing to provide public services,307 this hasn’t occurred in practice. In fact, there are a 
number of service areas in which Serco has managed to become the sole provider. In Western 
Australia they were recently the only bidder to run a new youth prison, and currently hold all 
major justice contracts in the state.308 They also run all of Australia’s immigration detention 
centres, immigration residential housing and immigration transit accommodation.309 In the UK 
Serco has various monopolies including running Dublin’s traffic lights and looking after Britain’s 
entire nuclear arsenal from creation to decommission.310 One English newspaper has commented: 
“In some parts of Britain it has taken over so many local services it is virtually indistinguishable 
from the council.”311

The corporation’s think tank, the Serco Institute, has stated that competition amongst private 
providers is a necessary precondition for the public service market to function effectively.312 And 
yet Serco’s actions have sometimes undermined competition, for example, by promising in a bid 
for service provision to cooperate and pass money on to charities and voluntary organisations, 
and then failing to do so.313 Serco also undermines competition by buying up smaller outsourcing 
corporations.314

Accountability and transparency
Compounding the above concerns is a lack of transparency and accountability in many outsourcing 
arrangements. It is possible that numerous other cases have not been revealed that involved 
violations of social justice, poor value for money, and/or a lack of diversity.

The problems in Australian detention centres have come to light largely due to a sustained 
effort by the persistent investigative journalism of one media outlet, New Matilda. During their 
investigation New Matilda’s team found a number of serious flaws in the accountability processes. 
Under the contract to run detention centres, clinical depression, childbirth, and voluntary 
starvation for under 24 hours, were considered “minor” incidents, which mean only 10 per cent of 
the responses needed to be audited, and then only internally by Serco.315 However, unauthorised 
media access was considered a “critical incident.”316 There was no obligation to comply with an 
independent audit, and the system relied on self-report of incidents.317 This means that reports 
could simply not be filed, and there were allegations by staff of underreporting of incidents,318 
including self-harm and suicide attempts.319
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The lack of transparency prompted one senator to ask in a hearing:

So the contract whereby the list of requirements that Serco has to fulfil is not for public 
disclosure, the possible items that would qualify as a breach are not publicly disclosed, 
the performance of whether they are actually upholding or breaching that service delivery 
performance is not publicly disclosed — where in this process is there the public interest 
and transparency of this contract?320

No efforts similar to New Matilda’s have been focused on Serco’s other operations, but indications 
of transparency issues have been reported, such as a memorandum of understanding with the UK 
government being kept secret,321 and a high-profile charity of which Serco was a major donor 
deleted part of a report that criticised privatisation due to concerns over the company’s reaction.322

ABC Learning Centres: The perils of small government
The ‘small government’ zeal of the UK’s ‘Big Society’ can have impacts that extend well beyond 
service delivery. As Gallop’s ‘four roles of government’ framework (Figure 9) illustrates, the public 
sector also plays an active role in making laws and rules, developing, monitoring and enforcing 
policies and programs, and managing government finance. When these functions are neglected, 
there is considerable risk. This brief case study of a corporation that briefly dominated Australia’s 
childcare industry illustrates the risks of ‘small government’ neglecting to regulate or monitor 
corporations that deliver essential community services.

Australia’s approach to pre-school childcare is not an example of outsourcing or privatisation. 
The care has never been provided by government and so has not been outsourced; rather the 
childcare welfare payments to parents effectively provide a significant level of government 
subsidy to the industry. However, this is an area where the private sector has been expected to 
provide a significant proportion of the service, and this has had consequences for the quality and 
reliability of the care. The case of ABC Learning Centres Limited shows the risks of having large 
profit-driven entities responsible for the care of pre-school children.

Late 2008 saw the financial collapse of Australia’s largest provider of childcare services. ABC 
Learning had a market share of approximately 25 per cent; it owned over 900 centres, employed 
more than 16,000 people, and cared for the children of more than 95,000 families.323 Its insolvency 
lead to the longest period of receivership in Australia’s history, required negotiations with the 
federal government and resulted in special subsidies to 262 unviable centres and a $15 million 
loan to the eventual purchaser of the other centres.324 A critical reason for the unique approach 
to this insolvency was that, unlike most businesses, operations could not simply be shut down. 
The loss of a childcare place will, for many families, mean that one parent will not be able to go 
to work. Placing 95,000 families in this situation (on top of the 16,000 jobs directly threatened) 
simply could not be allowed to happen.

In this case, due to the scale of the problem, government action was taken. But for individuals 
the problem is just as severe if even one childcare centre is forced to close unexpectedly. Private 
sector competition means the possibility of failure, and such failure saddles young families with a 
difficult problem and the resulting financial and emotional stress.325 The failure of ABC Learning 
required government subsidies and loans, showing the need for government backing of pre-school 
childcare. It is interesting to note that, despite the severity of the issue, government made it clear 



63

Big Society and Australia

that it would not be taking over the operations of the centres.326 This is unsurprising since it had 
no capacity to do so. With the exception of local council run childcare centres, the government 
has no involvement with the operation of pre-school care and thus lacks the experience and 
institutional structures to take it on.

Even before the consequences of ABC Learning’s financial failure became apparent, another issue 
was being raised: the quality of the care provided. It has been observed that childcare has a number 
of features that make it problematic for private provision.327 As well as the consequences of centre 
failure, the difficulty for parents of measuring the quality of care means that there is little control 
on the profit maximisation motive of the private sector leading to compromise on care standards. 
Also, the high demand and geographically uneven distribution of centres can substantially limit 
real choice. Empirically, a survey of staff in childcare centres indicated a significantly lower 
standard of care in ABC Learning centres as opposed to community-based centres (some results 
are given in the table below).328 Reports that some ABC Learning centres instructed their staff 
not to complete the surveys may mean that the worst centres are not included, so these results 
may be an underestimation of the problem. As well as the results listed below, other cost-cutting 
practices, such as not hiring professional cleaners, which reduced carer time with children, were 
also reported to impact on care standard in ABC Learning centres.

Table 5: Percentage of staff holding the following opinions of centre care329

Community-based 
centres

ABC Learning 
Centres

Staff always have time to develop 
relationships with individual children.

54% 29%

Centre provides a good variety of 
equipment for children.

66% 37%

Centre always provides nutritious food. 74% 49%

Children are always provided with enough 
food.

80% 55%

Standard staff-to-child ratios are above 
legal minimum.

40% 15%

Staff ratios never drop below legal 
minimum.

77% 52%

I would not enroll my child at the centre 
due to quality concerns.

4% 18%

The problems associated with ABC Learning show clearly the risks involved with allowing 
childcare centres to be run by corporate chains. This is of particular concern since the proportion 
of childcare centres run by chains is increasing.330 This means that if childcare is left to the private 
sector, it could result in a reduction of the standard of care given to children, and increase the 
burden of uncertainty placed on young families. And the rapidity of ABC Learning’s growth – 
from 43 centres in 2001331 to 940 in 2008332 – shows how quickly this process can accelerate.
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5. ‘Big Society’ and social justice:  
‘Capitalism with a conscience’?

    

It’s a novel solution to extreme inequality… inviting the rich to make money out 
of the poor.

Polly Toynbee, Columnist, The Guardian 333

Big Society’s social justice promise
Not least of the promises made by ‘Big Society’ champions is their intention that these changes 
will achieve social justice objectives. In Red Tory, Phillip Blond proclaimed that ‘Big Society’ 
would deliver, “a real political economy for the poor.”334 The “fundamental task of public service 
reform”, Blond asserted, is to,

change the nature of our society to ensure not just equality of opportunity but a profoundly 
better life for all, economically and socially… by turning organisations inside out, to make 
them focused on the frontline, on the people who are the arbiters and judges of what we 
want to achieve.335

Following Blond, David Cameron has argued that, “shifting power, control and responsibility 
from the central state to families and communities”336 is the best way to address the symptoms 
of ‘broken society’ including poverty, unemployment and inequality. While critics describe the 
‘withdrawal of the state’, the Prime Minister frames self-help and volunteerism as “community 
self-provisioning”.337

Addressing the World Economic Forum, Cameron promised his reforms would deliver “capitalism 
with a conscience” and a “recapitalisation plan for the poor.”338 This ‘recapitalisation’ objective 
is expressed in a program to help social housing tenants buy the houses they rent. Under the 
program, tenants receive discounts of up to £75,000 after five years’ residency. The stated 
ambition of the program is to facilitate “strong families and stable communities”.339 Owning 
assets, according to ‘Big Society’ sympathisers, “helps develop self-reliance and responsibility, 
while opening up opportunity and rewards.”340

Previously, this report described Nat Wei’s depiction of ‘Big Society’ as a coral reef: a metaphor 
intended to invoke associations with diversity, mutuality and resilience. In this metaphor, 
Wei portrayed government as the seabed, “protecting the vulnerable and ensuring essential 
services.”341

On the face of it, these expressions of Blond and Cameron’s social justice concerns and assurances 
are appealing. While society may not be ‘broken’ (as this report explores in Chapter 6), both the 
UK and Australia have significant and growing inequality.
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Measuring social justice in the UK and Australia
One method to measure equality is to compare how much richer the top 1, 10 or 20 per cent of 
people are in comparison to the same proportion at the bottom. In the UK, the average income 
of the richest 10 per cent of earners in 2008 was almost twelve times that of the bottom 10 per 
cent of the population, up from eight times in 1985.342 A similar pattern is evident in Australia. 
Between 1980 and 2010, the richest 1 per cent of Australians saw their share of total national 
income almost double, from 4.8 per cent in 1980 to 8.8 per cent in 2008. Moreover, the share 
held by the richest 0.1 per cent rose from 1 per cent to 3 per cent. This reflects, in part, the 
changing marginal income tax rates paid by high income earners, which dropped from 60 per 
cent in 1981 to 45 per cent in 2010.343

    

There has to be a state that has decent revenue and good objectives… The argument 
ought to be about having the tax base, the revenue and the commitment.

[Professor Geoff Gallop]
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An alternative measure of inequality, the Gini coefficient (or index), is expressed as a numerical 
indicator between zero, representing perfect equality, and a number closer to one to indicate 
rising inequality.344 Since the mid 1980s, both Australia and the UK have experienced increasing 
inequality. In fact, according to this index, both are among the OECD’s most unequal ten countries 
(the UK is fourth and Australia sixth).345 A growing proportion of citizens experience material 
deprivation, routinely missing out on goods or services that they consider essential. A recent 
survey discovered that 15 per cent of Australians are unable to afford at least 3 of 24 essential 
goods and services, and that welfare recipients are up to four times more likely to experience this 
‘multiple deprivation’.346

The trend toward greater inequality is confirmed by examining household income and net worth. 
Since the 1950s, Australia’s top earners have received a growing proportion of the nation’s 
income. At the end of the 1970s, the top 1 per cent took home 4.8 per cent of total income. Since 
then, this has climbed to 8.8 per cent.347 Income inequality is at its highest since the First World 
War in the majority of OECD countries.348 In 2009-10, the wealthiest 20 per cent of households 
accounted for 62 per cent of total household net worth, with average net worth of $2.2 million per 
household. The poorest 20 per cent of households accounted for just 1 per cent of total household 
net worth and had an average net worth of $32,000 per household.349

In Australia, as in the UK, disadvantage is unevenly distributed. There is a strong geographic 
pattern to socioeconomic status, influenced by proximity to employment, informal job networks, 
the demographic characteristics of a neighbourhood and other factors.350 Some towns and cities 
are experiencing much higher levels of disadvantage and dysfunction than others. These indicators 
depict worrying social trends. Public policy changes to redress them are urgently required.

Doubts and concerns
From the outset, many observers warned that ‘Big Society’ would fail to achieve its stated social 
justice objectives. Instead, it was expected to contribute to adverse impacts and actually create or 
exacerbate a range of social problems.

Neglecting government’s redistributive role
One of the major reservations about ‘Big Society’ is that it, “pays no attention to forces within 
modern capitalism that lead to accumulations of wealth and power in the hands of a few at the 
expense of others.”351 Unlike measures such as progressive taxation, it has an unclear redistributive 
logic: 

Doesn’t all of this require an absolutely vital redistributive role for the state to make all of 
this happen?352

The potential for corporations, wealthy individuals and the largest not-for-profit organisations 
to amass further wealth, while those with fewer assets or less capacity are further disadvantaged, 
has been illustrated in chapters 3 and 4 of this report.
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Under-investment in communities
The ‘Big Society’ vision assumes that social investors are eager to fill the space vacated by 
government. It is likely, however, that some communities will be considered more attractive 
locations for investment and that less viable neighbourhoods may “face effective abandonment 
by the public, profit and non-profit sectors alike.”353 Without investment, the long-term work of 
community building, even in areas where volunteers are readily mobilised, will be impossible.

Individuals who are already disadvantaged will be hardest hit
The New Economics Foundation warned in 2010 that, “individuals who are already marginalised 
by poverty and powerlessness will be left behind by the Big Society.”354 Others cautioned that the 
cumulative impacts of Cameron’s budget and public service cuts would be “difficult to anticipate 
but could have the potential to ‘tip’ particular groups or places over vulnerability thresholds, 
leading to the generation of additional more intense problems or needs.”355

Philanthropy and volunteerism are limited and unevenly distributed
Just as private schools in Australia attract the vast majority of donations357, 
philanthropy is not necessarily most available where it is most needed – or could 
make the biggest difference. ‘Big Society’ critics have cautioned that the changes 
may result in, “a return to the days when the weakest in society were reliant on 
the philanthropy of the strongest.”358 This concern extends to volunteerism and 
its potential to fill the gap following the withdrawal of the state. Research in the 
UK found that the majority of local volunteers are of European descent, middle 
and upper class, middle aged or older, and well educated.359 This underscores the 
risk that a shift from government-delivered services to reliance on volunteers will 
compound inequality:

The Big Society may be biggest where it could be smaller (the most affluent areas) and 
smallest where it needs to be biggest (the most deprived).360

Researchers compared cities in the UK (Bristol) and United States (Baltimore) to understand 
the limits to relying on volunteers in the context of government withdrawal. In both cities, they 
described the consequences as ‘abandonment’ and ‘ghettoisation’.361

Not everyone can equally ‘help themselves’

However appealing the references to ‘self-help’ may be, not all community members have the 
skills and capabilities to assert their own interests. The loss of public service agencies that provide 
professionals to act on their behalf can compound the disadvantage and marginalisation of 
members of minority and vulnerable groups.362

Australia’s commitment to a ‘safety net’
Australian public sector commentators share their UK counterparts’ concern that the withdrawal 
of the state could worsen inequality and disadvantage, not strengthen communities. There is a 
strong tradition in Australia, reinforced by enduring community expectations, that the state will 
play an active role in society. Our public policies have often been framed around the notion of 
a ‘safety net’ or social guarantee that the government will ensure provision of all citizens’ basic 
needs. Australian Governments have committed to ensuring all citizens receive this ‘social wage’, 
not only citizens who are especially disadvantaged or vulnerable.

This is Wikipedia  

government, collectively 

created by the impassioned,  

the invested, or the bored.

Lauren Collins, The New Yorker 356

“
”
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This idea of the state’s inalienable obligation to provide a ‘safety net’ was a strong theme emerging 
during the interviews conducted for this study.

    

The government has an overarching role to set the minimum standards of 
citizenship and resume responsibility for income support and services to each 
and every Australian citizen. That can’t be shared or given away to anybody or it 
won’t happen, as we saw in the 19th Century.

[Professor Paul Smyth]

    

A reasonable person will want a society where they get a fair go. And that means 
they’ll want equal rights, they’ll want voting, accountable government and they’ll 
want access to health, education at the highest standard and that their children 
can go to the top since there’ll be a hierarchy in any economy I suspect and that 
means state action to make all that happen. 

[Professor Geoff Gallop]
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I think that there is an acceptance in the community that even though something 
might not be run by the state, the state still has a hand in some quality control 
mechanism and accountability. There needs to be very strong regulation, 
accountability and transparency. Part of what makes our lives more secure 
is knowing you can go to a hospital when you are sick, you don’t have to pay 
for that. You pay for it in your taxes. Your children will get a good education 
regardless of where you live. There is an argument to say that this, what you’re 
talking about as Big Government, is very much part of security in people’s lives.

[Ged Kearney]

    

We can’t have government stepping away from its responsibility for social policy 
and for the infrastructure of social security and support in order to make way for 
social enterprise as the way to deal with people with low incomes. We (Australians) 
still value those principles. It would be one thing to maximise the capacity of 
corporates, philanthropics and individuals to engage in community service. It’s 
another thing to draw back state support and the integral responsibility of state 
for those directions assuming that corporates, philanthropists and individuals 
can pop up.

[Tessa Boyd-Caine]

Reality bites
Almost two years into the implementation of ‘Big Society’, there is growing evidence that these 
concerns were well founded. Three studies released since January have confirmed the adverse 
social justice consequences of Cameron’s changes.

In January this year, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation reported on the impact of Cameron’s local 
government funding cuts.363 As noted elsewhere in this report, many local government authorities 
had either scaled back or entirely abandoned services. This report contradicted the idea that 
‘Big Society’ would only affect people who were already disadvantaged, presenting evidence of 
significant cuts “across an extensive range of services from across the spectrum of pro-rich to pro-
poor in terms of usage and benefit.”364 The effects were not being equally experienced, though. 
There has been a “pronounced tendency for cuts to affect adversely services aimed at or heavily used 
by young people”, with many Councils cutting youth services entirely and cutting back subsidised 
transport services. The Rowntree report also revealed that local government authorities in the 
most deprived areas were cutting services more significantly in both proportionate and absolute 
terms than those in more affluent areas.365 The authors concluded that,

The evidence this far is mixed then as to whether English local government can continue 
to serve deprived communities.366
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In March, a report prepared for the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations 
was leaked to the media. Cameron created the £100 million ‘Transition Fund’ for community 
groups worst hit by his cuts. The Association’s report examined the 1,725 organisations that 
applied for assistance, having collectively experienced funding cuts of £524 million. Parts of 
Britain described as ‘deprived’ dominated the applications: 450 groups in the 20 most deprived 
areas faced cuts of £142 million. By contrast, only 22 groups located in the UK’s richest areas 
applied, having experienced £3.6 million cuts.367

In April, the New Economics Foundation (NEF) released another damning report on the social 
impacts of ‘Big Society’.368 Their research concludes that the effects are being felt most by 
traditionally vulnerable groups: women, young people, the disabled and the elderly. As predicted, 
“the most vulnerable groups in society – those with the most complex needs, who are more reliant 
than most on public services – are bearing the brunt of the public sector cuts.” NEF also observed 
that public spending cuts are “erasing years of investment in local communities” and creating 
changes that are potentially “profound and long lasting”, especially in deprived areas. Community 
services and facilities are disappearing and “will be hard to replace.”
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6. Unpacking spin from substance
Just as ‘Big Society’ refers to a suite of changes in the size and role of the public sector, it should be 
observed as its own brand with an active public relations campaign sounding its policy message. 
David Cameron is considered a ‘PR guru’369 having worked in public relations for several years, 
in roles including director of corporate affairs for television company Carlton prior to being 
elected as Prime Minister. When he first began to use the phrase ‘big society’ some commentators 
considered this a “re-branding exercise designed to distance the party from Thatcherism and, 
in particular, the ‘no such thing as society’ libertarian rhetoric of Thatcher herself.”370 The idea 
that unpalatable public policies and programs can be simply ‘rebranded’ is equally appealing in 
Australia. Sydney Morning Herald columnist Nigel Farndale recently suggested that capitalism, 
“needs rebranding” and referred to ‘Big Society’ as a “more responsible capitalism.”371 The 
marketing campaign for ‘Big Society’ in the UK has been well funded and aggressive: daily media 
releases from the Prime Minister’s office, slogans, logos, billboards and competitions.

However, ‘Big Society’ is more than a rebrand. It represents an exercise in framing, a 
communication technique to emphasise the elements of proposed changes (such as new public 
policies or budget decisions) that appeal to the broadest constituency and de-emphasise elements 
that are less appealing or that are likely to engender resistance.

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 
communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.372

Effective frames are contagious, often developing a life of their own. Designed and planned well, 
they have a subversive power and once established, are difficult to negate. This aspect of framing 
is captured neatly in the title of George Lakoff’s bestselling Don’t Think of an Elephant.373 The 
mental picture of an elephant conjures up compelling associations that are hard to dismiss. The 
instruction not to think of an elephant is intentionally ironic as it’s almost impossible not to when 
one hears the word. Similarly, ‘Big Society’ instantly communicates positive associations: ‘big’ 
(more, ample, generous, resilient, universal, assuring) and ‘society’ (people, trust, cooperation, 
connectedness, safety, comfort) both of which are powerful trigger words.

Cameron and the UK Government pepper their ‘Big Society’ communication with other trigger 
words to evoke positive associations including ‘community’, ‘partnerships’, ‘freedom’ and 
‘diversity’. Through repetition and association, this lexicon anticipates and neutralises criticisms 
of the ‘Big Society’ program: “After all, who could argue with being nicer to your neighbours? Or 
devoting more time to the community?”374

Like other forms of persuasive communication, framing has considerable utility in propaganda.

    

It’s something they dreamt up in the UK when they realised the bottom had fallen 
out of the national economy and there was no money to spend. So they had to put 
a gloss on cuts really. What better way to do that than to wheel out the Big Society 
idea, that society would take up the slack?

[Professor Paul Smyth]



74

Big Society and Australia

A recent Australian example of powerfully persuasive framing is the political contest around 
industrial relations legislation between 2005 and 2007. The Howard government referred to their 
legislative changes as ‘WorkChoices’, combining two words that each carry powerfully positive 
associations. ‘Choices’ invokes a rhetoric of individual freedom and the notion that individual 
bargaining and agreement making under WorkChoices would empower individual employees, 
giving them more options for how they organised their working lives. 

Howard’s industrial relations changes triggered a major campaign, led by the Australian Council 
of Trade Unions. The ‘Your Rights at Work’ campaign was framed in an equally sophisticated 
and persuasive manner. Built around a ‘rights’ frame, the campaign appealed to employees’ fears 
that they would be disempowered and vulnerable under the proposed regime, and that individual 
agreement making (Australian Workplace Agreements) would reduce protections for low paid 
and other employees.

Australians were told… that the safety net had been gutted, that those responsible for 
administering the remaining tatters of the impoverished safety net had no obligation 
to be fair in any way; that workers had lost their defences against imperious employers 
who wanted to dismiss them capriciously, that hapless workers would be forced to 
accept exploitation by the employers’ ability to coerce them into the individualistic and 
unequalled bargained-for AWAs, a clear indication—if ever there was one—that the Work 
Choices scheme really was a No Choices regime.375

The campaign amplified the benefits of collective action by coordinating rallies in hundreds of 
Australian cities and towns and sustaining local community action in the lead-up to the 2007 
federal election.

Both the Howard-led Coalition and the post-2007 Australian Labor Party government adopt 
persuasive language to communicate their unemployment policies. Research by the Whitlam 
Institute suggests that the Coalition’s framing has dominated this debate,376 entrenching the 
frame that people are unemployed due to their own (preventable) behaviour and values. The 2002 
Jobseeker Attitudinal Survey, for instance, categorised job seekers into categories that included 
‘cruisers’, ‘determined’ and ‘selectives’. The ‘frame’ that many individuals choose to become or 
remain unemployed was reinforced by Labor’s description of the newly unemployed during the 
global financial crisis as people who were “unemployed through no fault of their own”.

Another illustration of the Howard Government’s effective use of framing was their 1995-
2006 push to diminish student unionism in Australia under the slogan of ‘voluntary student 
unionism’. ‘Voluntary’ is a powerful frame that evokes notions of individual freedom and choice. 
Student union activists were at a loss to respond, not least because they realised the persuasive 
disadvantage of campaigning for ‘compulsory’ unionism. Their alternative ‘universal student 
unionism’ was a much less powerful frame.

A current example of how framing can influence public policy is the Gillard government’s ‘price 
on carbon’. By framing this as a ‘tax’, opponents have created the perception that households 
and small businesses will be directly affected. In reality, households will receive tax breaks that 
compensate for the indirect effects when 500 Australian companies pay to pollute. This framing, 
reinforced by opponents including climate skeptics, polluters, state governments and media 
commentators, has contributed to community concerns and opposition.
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Elements of the ‘Big Society’ frame
At the heart of the ‘Big Society’ framing is the idea that the public sector is over-grown, 
dysfunctional and inefficient. Two interviewees in this study commented on this notion.

    

The narrative where the Big Society draws some of its sustenance is that the 
traditional hierarchical, bureaucratic and monolithic state is broken. The sense 
that you’re up against the great big beast that we built over the last 50 to 60 
years… that we’ve reached the end of the road there.

[Martin Stewart-Weeks]

Professor Helen Sullivan who researched issues associated with ‘Big Society’ in the UK before 
taking up a professorship with the University of Melbourne commented that,

    

Big Society language and documentation rarely engages clearly with notions of 
the state in anything other than the state as the thing that wastes money, prevents 
you from doing things or isn’t innovative. In the UK, notions of an attachment to 
the state are shared by far fewer people than would have been the case twenty 
to thirty years ago. The (Cameron) Coalition is just taking that one step further 
and saying we should only resort to the state when we’ve exhausted every other 
option. I don’t think most people are there but there’s certainly a conversation 
going on in the UK which is much less sympathetic to the state than there would 
have been twenty years ago. 

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

This criticism of the public sector is also heard in Australia. Notwithstanding Australians’ 
strongly positive attitudes toward public services (summarised in CPD’s recent ‘State of the 
Australian Public Service’ report377), attitudes toward the administrative or bureaucratic function 
of government are far less positive. Concluding the 1977 Royal Commission on Australian 
Government Administration, H.C. (Nugget) Coombs observed that, “the most frequent criticism… 
is based on outright hostility to the size and cost of the public bureaucracy.”378

The ‘Big Society’ frame frequently invokes five other elements: 

 » The private sector is inherently more efficient and productive than the public sector;

 » Making the public sector smaller is necessary to make the community sector 
(‘society’) bigger;

 » Self-reliant communities are stronger than those that rely on the state;

 » Responsibility versus entitlement; and

 » ‘Broken society’.

The first four of these elements are discussed in chapters 2, 3 and 4. The fifth element, ‘broken 
society’, is worth particular attention. It is the ‘problem’ that ‘Big Society’ is meant to solve, and 
is likely to be less familiar to public sector observers in Australia.
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‘Broken’ Society
‘Big Society’ is posed as a remedy to ‘Big Government’ and to a ‘broken society’ – the notion that 
British society is experiencing a crisis in self-reliance and autonomy brought about through an 
interventionist and over-reaching state. This notion was popularised in Tory leader Iain Duncan 
Smith’s 2006 report Breakdown Britain which focused on broken families and welfare reliance. 
Phillip Blond extended the metaphor to encompass a “wholesale collapse of British culture, 
virtue and belief.”379 The ‘Big Society’ frame is built on assertions about declining levels of trust, 
connectedness, partnerships and mutual reliance. These problems are stated as truisms without 
evidence, a pattern repeated by Australian conservatives such as the Institute of Public Affairs’ 
Chris Berg who restated uncritically Blond’s assertion that the British government “crowded out 
civil society organisations and undermined social capital.”380

It is worth quoting Blond at length on the social problems that ‘Big Society’ is intended to remedy. 
Signs of a ‘broken society’ include,

increasing fear, lack of trust and abundance of suspicion, long-term increase in violent 
crime, loneliness, recession, depression, private and public debt, family break-up, 
divorce, infidelity, bureaucratic and unresponsive public services, dirty hospitals, 
powerlessness and the rise of racism, excessive paperwork, longer and longer working 
hours, children who have no parents, concentrated and seemingly irremovable poverty, 
the permanence of inequality, teenagers with knives, teenagers being knifed, the decline 
of politeness, aggressive youths, the erosion of our civil liberties and the increase of 
obsessive surveillance, public authoritarianism, general pointlessness, political cynicism 
and a pervading lack of daily joy.381 

Evidence to justify these indicators of a ‘broken society’ is weak, at best, and often entirely absent 
from ‘Big Society’ advocacy. This is, after all, a rhetorical device rather than robust or independent 
research. One interviewee noted that it serves to steer attention to the symptoms of inequality 
rather than the causes.

    

If you want to use the language of British society as ‘broken’ then the causes and 
the things that need to be addressed are increasing inequality, tax avoidance by 
the rich, etcetera rather than the lifestyles of the poor.

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

Another interviewee commented that Blond’s interest in community self-reliance is an important 
part of the Australian debate about the role of the state. Martin Stewart-Weeks commented that 
although Australian society is not ‘broken’ it has, “lost some of its reflexes and collective muscle 
and ability to do stuff it once did do for itself… Perhaps our sense of collective responsibility… 
each to the other… has been eroded somewhat by a combination of a creeping public sector, 
corporatism and consumerism.”
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What is big about a society which takes £1 billion pounds out of social care budgets, 
especially those of older adults, at a time when the population is getting older 
and the social care needs are getting greater? What is big about a society where 
every two minutes someone is made homeless and where the health impacts of 
temporary accommodation are increasingly recognised as traumatic and long 
lasting? What is big about a society which imprisons more people per head of 
population than virtually any other western country – oh, apart from the United 
States? What is big about a society where cases of adult harm number about 
30,000 a year and where instances of domestic violence and abuse are rocketing 
– at the same time as legal aid support for such victims is being withdrawn? What 
is big about a society where the UK Children’s Commissioners have today warned 
of the dangers of thousands of families being pushed into poverty by benefit cuts? 
What is big about a society where according to last week’s Lancet 1 in 12 children 
and young people self-harm?

Dr David Macaskill, ‘Equal and Diverse’382

Neutralising opposition; Staking out the middle ground
Framing establishes associations that can be more powerful than evidence. It is not necessary 
that these persuasive expressions correspond directly or causally to the specific institutional and 
economic changes that ‘Big Society’ proposes for the relationship between the public, private 
and community sectors. If Cameron’s political opponents question or challenge ‘Big Society’, 
they can be depicted as being opposed to the positive values with which it is associated. The UK 
Labour opposition has found this especially difficult because these are values that have long been 
espoused by the Left, including the Labour Party.

    

The Big Society is this wonderful cricket bat to whack the Left. 

[Professor Geoff Gallop]

Addressing a 2011 conference, Opposition leader Ed Miliband committed Labour to reclaiming 
the ‘Big Society’ as an idea consistent with its values rather than those of conservative parties. 
Invoking his political opponents’ frame, Miliband promised to “rebuild a grassroots movement 
that would go beyond the bureaucratic state”383 and criticised members of his own Party whose 
belief that “the state knew best” left Labour “remote from the people it existed to serve… ‘We 
became too technocratic and managerial… we sometimes lost sight of people as individuals and of 
the importance of communities.’” Philip Blond interpreted Miliband’s mea culpa as confirmation 
that David Cameron had “rightly recognised the ‘Big Society’ as the new centre ground of British 
Politics.”384 Maurice Glasman, academic and ‘social thinker’ summarised this contrast between 
Labour and the Tories by describing ‘Big Society’ as “the most successful neologism of the 2010 
general election… a political discussion that the left needs to join.”385
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The appropriation by conservative (right wing) politicians of values that are conventionally 
associated with the left is neatly encapsulated in the title of Blond’s book ‘Red Tory’. Glasman 
retaliated to Blond “nicking” Labour traditions by coining the similarly oxymoronic expression 
‘Blue Labour’. This proposed revitalisation within the British Labour Party, Glasman argues, will 
entail articulating traditional Labour values such as family, faith, patriotism and a commitment 
to place while embracing an active yet finite role for the state.386 To date, ‘Blue Labour’ has failed 
to capture the public imagination or build political momentum.

Oxymorons and lies
Persuasive frames can have a compelling power even when they are built on 
falsehoods and contradictions. For decades, the tobacco industry drew on 
concocted evidence from the medical profession that ‘smoking is good for 
you’, including doctors’ endorsements in their advertising. The rhetoric of  
‘Big Society’ is regularly analysed in the British media and in social media 
such as the #bigsociety discussion on Twitter which drew attention to these 
contradictions.

The six elements of the ‘Big Society’ frame identified above are frequently invoked in public 
sector commentary in Australia. Assertions that the public sector is overgrown and the ‘surplus 
fetish’ of both major political parties in Australia that is expressed in proposed cuts to public 
service budgets have been examined in recent CPD publications.387, 388 In our interviews with 
public sector analysts and commentators, we asked how ‘Big Society’ arguments were relevant to 
Australian realities.

If you repeat a lie  

often enough, it becomes 

the truth.

Joseph Goebbels

“
”
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Geoff Gallop commented on the assertion that the Australian economy cannot sustain a ‘big’ 
government and the associated conviction that it is necessary to cut public sector spending in 
order to achieve a budget surplus. He argued that, on the contrary, a strong state is crucial in 
order to, for example, redistribute wealth, respond to crises such as the GFC or terrorism and 
care for the environment.

    

We have to increase tax. If you want a balanced economy that delivers reasonable 
outcomes for all people, you’ve got to redistribute. If it’s just about cutting 
expenditure under the guise of Big Society, it’s a con job. Because you’re not 
trying to create Big Society. 

[Professor Geoff Gallop]

On the question of public sector funding cuts, Cath Smith, CEO of the Victorian Council of Social 
Services commented on the duplicity of exhortations for the community to “take responsibility 
for itself” coinciding with significant funding cuts in government programs.

Professor Paul Smyth commented on the asserted community benefits of commissioning public 
services to ‘Any Willing Provider’: “You claim to be animating community, civil society and 
people’s civic virtues but you’re just contracting a multi-national provider who doesn’t even 
belong in the country.”

Eric Sidoti commented on the values associated with ‘Big Society’.

    

If you look at the broad principles that Cameron outlines, a lot of us have 
sympathy with those. Of course we want more control in the hands of communities 
as appropriate. Of course we want people to be able to feel as if they have a 
stronger stake in their democracy and of course we want people to watch out 
for each other. All of those things are noble and worthy. But ‘Big Society’ doesn’t 
necessarily deliver them, that’s the problem.

[Eric Sidoti]

Similar criticisms are made in the UK, where public sector researchers and advocates express 
deep reservations about the relationship between Cameron’s rhetoric and the likely (or actual) 
impacts of ‘Big Society’ changes.

Perhaps the ‘big society’ is not simply a marketing tool and Cameron really believes this to 
be true. Either way, it is pure fantasy.389

The gap between ‘Big Society’ rhetoric and the reality of its impacts is well illustrated by examining 
its application to the UK Government’s environmental responsibilities and programs. The logic 
of ‘Big Society’ is that community – rather than government – leadership is effective in changing 
attitudes and behaviours and contributing to sustainability: “Whether through dealing with the 
snow and ice or, in less chilly times, keeping the streets free of litter, the locality-specific approach 
to creating environmentally responsible communities and creating greener neighbourhoods is 
the essence of any Big Green Society.”390 There is an extensive body of research that highlights the 
benefits of actively involving communities in ‘wicked’ problems. 
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There is growing evidence that the changes implemented by the Cameron government have, in 
fact, had the opposite impact. Following the 2010 funding cuts, half of the UK’s local government 
authorities cut environmental regulation and between one third and one quarter scaled back 
their environmental programs and services.391 In Scotland, the long-term protection of seals in 
the Moray Firth is jeopardised by the devolution of government responsibilities and inadequate 
financial and institutional support.392 Rather than actively engaging communities in a long-term 
collaborative relationship, government agencies have been forced to withdraw from them. The 
perverse environmental consequences of Cameron’s public sector changes diminish its persuasive 
potential and instead have been used to argue for a stronger state:

Big society has become a toxic brand… What we face now is the ‘big reality’. It’s bigger 
than just society because in addition to our societal and economic ills, we have to factor 
in rocketing energy costs and a growing awareness that plundering our planet is not 
sustainable.393

Depictions of an inefficient public sector and efficient, motivated community and private sectors 
are integral to ‘Big Society’ rhetoric. Ross Gittins, economic editor for the Sydney Morning 
Herald, recently commented on the misconception that, “the private sector is productive – it 
generates the wealth and creates the jobs – whereas the public sector is essentially parasitic.” 
Gittins responded that, “Everyone who works is productive and everyone who earns and spends 
income pays taxes, regardless of their sector.”394

Equally, champions of a smaller public sector395 rely on the twin assertions that Australia over-
invests in public services and that – accordingly – Australian citizens and companies pay high 
taxes. Figures 10, 11 and 12 (below) dispel these misconceptions. In reality, Australia’s rates 
of individual and company taxation are very low by OECD standards, and Australia invests 
considerably less than the OECD average in its public sector.

Figure 10: Comparison of 2008 public spending as a proportion of GDP396
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7. ‘Big Society’ or ‘Good Society’?

    

A #goodsociety not a #bigsociety is what we as a society should strive for. Our 
#NHS is an example of this. Protect it.

 @Rosiecosy 

This report focuses on the concerns expressed in the United Kingdom and Australia about ‘Big 
Society’ changes. The depth and breadth of these concerns support the conclusion that ‘Big 
Society’, as concocted by Blond, Hilton and others and implemented by David Cameron’s Tory 
Government, has been an unmitigated disaster. Its impacts have been the inverse of its stated 
intention and have already caused long-term damage. It is not sufficient, though, to simply 
conclude that this misadventure in public policy has been disastrous and should be reversed. If 
‘Big Society’ is the problem, what is the solution?

As an alternative to ‘Big Society’, the Centre for Policy Development advocates a ‘Good Society’. 
This approach has been developed by theorists including Roberto Unger and J.K.Galbraith. 
Obviously, there are differing views about what constitutes the good society:

There can be no grand design… Every vision is – rightly – different and particular. 
Democracy is the conversation amongst equals to determine what constitutes the good 
life and the good society.399

There are, however, points of convergence. Visions of a Good Society usually recognise that widely 
shared social values like freedom and fairness should underpin public policy to the greatest 
possible extent. Where such values come into conflict, and trade-off choices between them need 
to be embodied in principles for policy-making, then as many citizens as possible should have 
access to the information and influence they need to affect how such decisions are made. 

The late NGO sector expert Mark Lyons advocated a definition of the ‘Good Society’ characterised 
by tolerance, social justice and equality, and media and public spaces in which these ideals 
are “advocated and resisted.”400 In one of the Centre for Policy Development’s first reports, 
‘Reclaiming our Common Wealth: Policies for a fair and sustainable future’, we argued that some 
widely shared social values were being neglected due to a failure to maintain the capacity to face 
society-wide problems as a society, rather than as isolated individuals acting on our own. We 
argued that a Good Society can only be sustained if we invest in our common wealth, as well as 
our private wealth. Many of our arguments are in line with long-term trends in public opinion 
summarised in CPD’s 2011 State of the Australian Public Service report. The core tenets of our 
vision are articulated in Table 6 (below).
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Table 6: CPD’s vision of the ‘Good Society’401

Elements of a Good 
Society

What it means

Measuring what matters Going beyond GDP and other narrow economic measures as 
indicators of progress – for example incorporating measures of 
social wellbeing, trust, inequality, sustainability, income security 
and resilience. Citizens’ own views on what progress means 
should be incorporated into long-term, transparent indicators.

Government providing 
public goods, while 
carefully assessing 
any interventions that 
have no clear economic 
justification.

The classic ‘market failure’ principles for government 
intervention should be followed, for example the need to 
provide ‘public goods’ (a lighthouse is a classic example) 
which non-payers can’t be excluded from, and which do not 
diminish as usage increases. There is also a strong economic 
case for government provision of some natural monopolies, 
infrastructure which is cheaper and easier to build using public 
rather than private finance, and goods and services with strong 
positive externalities (benefits that would accrue to others even if 
only paying users were able to access them directly).

Unpredictable risks 
are shared as a society, 
universal public services 
provide equality of 
opportunity and build 
social cohesion.

Societies may also choose to share some services and pool some 
risks on social rather than economic grounds – for example 
deciding that universal public education is good for social 
cohesion, or that universal public health insurance ensures that 
the quality of a citizen’s health care does not depend on their 
income. (In fact there are also strong economic arguments for 
both of these examples, but the social arguments are even more 
compelling).

Some risks, such as being robbed or attacked, becoming 
unemployed for an extended period of time, becoming disabled, 
or homeless, may seem to apply only to a minority of the 
population. Nevertheless, everyone benefits from sharing these 
risks – not only in tangible ways such as the reduction in crime, 
in poverty (especially childhood poverty), but also in ways that 
are harder to measure – such as the peace of mind that comes 
with living in a more civilised, caring society.

A wealth of capital Capital takes many forms including human (skills and 
knowledge), family (network of relationships), social (connection 
with and stake in society), natural (the environment) and 
physical (public infrastructure such as surface transport and 
municipal infrastructure).
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Stock of shared assets Shared assets may be defined as ‘hard’ or ‘soft’. Hard assets 
include roads and railroads and natural assets, such as soils and 
water. Soft assets include public institutions, our standards of 
behaviour in public life, our levels of trust in one another, and 
the quality of our family and community life.

Robust and resilient 
economy 

In a Good Society, the economy provides good jobs (minimising 
the need to supplement employment income with welfare 
income) and gives incentives for the creation of real wealth 
rather than speculative ‘casino capitalism’. Governments are 
truly fiscally responsible, which means that recurrent budgetary 
revenues and expenditures are balanced over the business cycle, 
but governments are also willing to borrow to invest. Public 
and private sectors are used appropriately to provide goods and 
services, and a wide range of employment opportunities are 
available to a well-educated and creative workforce, able to be 
integrated into the global economy.

Genuine equality of 
opportunity, and limits to 
the growth of inequality.

When economic disparities widen, self-reinforcing systems 
develop which widen those disparities even further. For example, 
the poor tend to live in neighbourhoods with poorer quality 
schools, and less opportunity for physical mobility to find work. 
Between generations, the well-off extend privilege to their 
children by paying for exclusive schools and through generous 
inheritances.

Even if everyone’s living standards are rising, if inequality is 
widening people feel worse off; the notion that ‘a rising tide lifts 
all boats’ does not translate into improved human wellbeing if 
it results in widening social divisions. Wide income and wealth 
disparities also lead to poor economic performance. When the 
rewards from economic activity are seen to be unfair, motivation 
is suppressed and creativity does not flourish, because the links 
between contribution and reward are severed.

Strong public institutions Public institutions essential to a Good Society include a 
sovereign parliament; independent, professional and responsible 
public service as the primary source of disinterested policy 
analysis; police and other security agencies free from political 
interference by executive government; honest ministries; 
diverse and dissenting non-public sector civic institutions (such 
as welfare, environmental and consumer organisations); and 
diverse and dissenting media.
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Principles and policies for a good society
These eight elements have informed our analysis of ‘Big Society’. They also serve as a starting 
point for our articulation of principles for public policies that set out to define and redefine the 
relationship between the state, the community sector and the corporate sector. The following 
principles have direct implications for public policy and how advocates for the ‘Good Society’ – 
who are likely to embrace many of the stated objectives of ‘Big Society’ – can steer public policy 
toward these visions.

Principle: Recognise and harness the inherent strengths of all three sectors
Advocates of a ‘Big Society’ seem to view the relationship between the public sector and business 
sector, and between the public sector and the community sector, as a kind of see-saw – push 
government down and businesses or community groups will automatically rise up. Advocates of 
a ‘good society’ propose, instead, that the relationship between the sectors should be conceived 
as a three-legged stool: each is necessary, and pulling any one leg out is likely to topple social 
progress, or at least make it very unstable.

‘Good Society’ rejects the private sector primacy espoused by Gary Sturgess, the Institute of 
Public Affairs and other anti-‘big government’ activists who are most likely to champion ‘Big 
Society’ ideas here. A rule of thumb such as ‘if in doubt, leave it to the market’ is an appealingly 
simple framework for decision-making. A habit of thought that has been reinforced over decades 
until it is seen as common sense is unlikely to change unless we are able to supply an alternative 
framework – one based on an understanding of the inherent strengths and weaknesses of 
governments, markets and the community sector.

Of course, that’s easier said than done. Arguments about the strengths and weaknesses of different 
sectors are hotly contested, often without much recourse to supporting evidence. Discussions 
about the work cultures and decision-making practices of each sector are particularly subject to 
‘argument by anecdote’.

There is a well-established body of economic theory and evidence supporting government 
intervention in various cases of market failure, which can be of great use to policy makers who 
wish to contest the ‘private sector primacy’ worldview. But the assessment of what kind of activity 
belongs in what sector needs to go beyond a technical assessment of the specific failings of one 
sector, however useful. It also needs to reflect a broader view of what we need each sector for, and 
how that relates to our vision of a good society.

The public sector thinkers interviewed for this study advocated that the strengths of all three sectors 
should be recognised, and observed that Australian society reflects each sector’s contribution. 
Professor Paul Smyth referred to a “healthy blend” while others described a “dynamic mosaic” or 
“jigsaw”. 

    

In Australia if you look around the health and education system, we have all these 
mixes. We seem to like a mix.

[Professor Paul Smyth]
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The starting point for ‘Big Society’ is that society is ‘broken’ and must be ‘fixed’ through policies 
and programs that shrink the public sector while forcing a corresponding growth in the size 
and role of the other sectors. This was illustrated in Figures 1 and 2 and has been alluded to 
throughout this report. ‘Big Society’ assumes that the community and private sectors are better in 
every way, rather than acknowledging and valuing the strengths of each sector. Our interviewees 
contradicted this assumption and argued that the community sector, including its voluntary 
element, is alive and well and complements the public and private sectors.

    

If you look at the history of the public services in the UK, there’s always been a 
civil society, a voluntary sector and people doing things for themselves. 

[ Professor Helen Sullivan]

Martin Stewart-Weeks elaborated on the potential for the three sectors to learn from each other. 
Stewart-Weeks advocated “fermenting and nurturing” the interface between public servants and 
the nongovernment sector. He argued that the ‘edge’ between each sector was where “more and 
more of the real brains and clever thinking, innovative and smart ideas are happening”. 

Principle: Some work is best done by government
The ‘Big Society’ offers a logic that is as simple and appealing as it is just plain wrong. Government 
is not the institution of last resort. There are functions for which public sector organisations 
are likely to remain the preferred – or only – provider. There are many arguments for public 
sector involvement on the basis of market failure. In some cases these arguments are so strong 
that, even where the private sector may be more technically efficient than government (and it 
should not be assumed that this is the case without evidence), the overall allocative efficiency of 
public sector provision (or funding and regulating) will still be higher. Public policy should not be 
determined by private sector organisations with a vested interest. Government has a unique role 
to play the continuity of a ‘safety net’. There is also a clear role for government in areas such as 
policy development, science, environmental protection, monitoring and regulation. Rather than 
‘throwing out the baby with the bathwater’, it is important to recognise the distinct attributes 
of public sector organisations and the government functions which are appropriate to retain, 
rather than outsourcing to ‘any willing provider’. One of these defining attributes, Geoff Gallop 
remarked, is its permanence.

    

The one thing about government is it’s permanent. It’s a permanent institution. 
Even if it’s not perfect, at least it’s always there.

[Professor Geoff Gallop]
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Principle: Some work is best done by the community and private sectors
The rush toward a smaller state and outsourcing to ‘any willing provider’ is ideologically motivated, 
not evidence-based. In the UK, commissioning has already created huge social changes that 
would be very difficult to reverse, even if evidence shows the impacts have been the opposite 
of what was intended. In a ‘Good Society’, large-scale interventions such as outsourcing to the 
corporate sector are carefully assessed:

We need a balance among the different sectors of society… Today the prevailing mood 
supports the privatisation of public services. Some of that thinking is probably useful. But 
a good deal of it is also just plain silly. If we are so prone to scrutinizing what doesn’t belong 
in government, shouldn’t we be equally diligent about what doesn’t belong in business?402

It is important to carefully assess, anticipate and prepare for the consequences of interventions 
such as increasingly engaging the private and community sectors.

    

I don’t think that there’s a set of criteria that says if you can tick these boxes, 
you’re safe to outsource and if you can tick those boxes, they’re safe to be kept in 
house. Invariably it becomes more complicated than that.

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

Rather than an ideological or ‘tick a box’ approach, these policy settings should be based on a 
robust evidence base that monitors and assesses relevant indicators and dimensions in each 
sector. This, in turn, relies on adequate and stable resourcing for the collection and analysis of 
this data, and has implications for improved reporting and evaluation by organisations involved 
in the delivery of government funded services.403

When available evidence supports outsourcing, it is important that governments ensure 
accountability and transparency. The Serco case study in this report highlights the risks associated 
with under-regulation of community services delivered by corporations. Equally, it is important 
to ensure that accountability requirements are not unwieldy and that they do not discourage 
innovation or prevent smaller local community sector organisations from playing their part.

    

You’d expect the Salvation Army to do things differently to Work Directions 
who’d do it differently to Drake International. But what the public service did 
effectively – and with each year that passed it seemed to get worse – was set up a 
bureaucratic structure and administrative guidelines to constrain the outsourced 
providers. That actually undermined the social innovation which I would have 
liked to see come out of a competitive market.

[Professor Peter Shergold]
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Principle: A strong state does not preclude strong private and community sectors
As suggested by the ‘see-saw’ metaphor, there is a tendency for arguments about the role and size 
of the state to assume a basic conflict between the state and the market. This is often described 
as a zero-sum equation: more state means less market and vice versa.404 Karl Polyani instead 
describes the growth of the public and private sectors as “complementary and mutually enforcing 
institutions.”405

Observers in the UK have rejected the simple logic of a ‘zero sum game’, arguing that the local 
initiatives Cameron seeks to encourage and facilitate will require a regulatory framework.406 
Governments and not-for-profit organisations operate as complements to each rather than as 
substitutes: “A strong civil society requires vigorous, effective governments as well as prospering 
economies.”407

Strong states have other benefits that are glossed over by Cameron and other ‘shrink the state’ 
advocates. Robert Putnam compared the U.S. states of Minnesota and Louisiana, at opposite 
ends of the Mississippi River. The former, with its stronger state, has a more equal society and far 
higher rates of social capital than the latter. Interpreting Putnam’s research, the Chief Secretary 
to the U.S. Treasury Liam Byrne observed, “The strongest societies are the fairest societies… and 
the fairest societies have strong states.”408

Several interviewees described the interdependence of the three sectors:

    

When a boom is on, what do you need? Planners, development application, 
people for environmental matters… you need public servants. Due process and 
good policy means you need these people. It’s fundamental to capitalism to have 
an effective public service doing a job.

[Professor Geoff Gallop]

    

Often it’s in countries like Germany and others where you have big government, 
you also have flourishing third sectors. It’s not right to trade off one against the 
other. They ought to be complementary. 

[Professor Paul Smyth]

    

You can have an active and powerful state without necessarily having a small 
and emaciated society. 

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

Principle: Democracy requires a strong state
In nations like the UK and Australia, the state plays a vital role in upholding the values and 
aspirations of voters by creating and safeguarding democratic institutions and processes: “acting 
to inform citizens of their rights and entitlements, ensuring the provision of essential services, 
enabling citizens to participate in decisions that affect them and acting on behalf of citizens when 
things go wrong.”409 As governments shrink, so too does their capacity to fulfil these objectives. 
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Principle: A strong state equips societies for tough and changing times
The benefits of a strong state are especially visible during times of unpredictable risk, crisis and 
change. Notwithstanding the extraordinary efforts of volunteers and civil society groups during 
Australian floods and fires, public servants play a vital role in the coordination of emergency relief 
efforts and government assistance is invariably requested and given. Natural disasters serve as 
a “much-needed reminder of just how important a functional big government turns out to be to 
our survival.”410

    

There’s no escaping the fact that the only one who’s going to be there when things 
hit rock bottom is government. If we’re talking about essential social services… 
government will be there one way or another, either directly in the provision of 
services or in holding up non-government providers of services.

[Eric Sidoti]

This is equally true in an environment characterised by risk and uncertainty. Climate change, 
for instance, presents challenges on a scale that only the public sector is capable of managing. 
Professor Helen Sullivan considers that,

A route to a perpetually diminished state… underplays the important contribution 
made by an active and well-resourced state to the promotion of well-being and fairness, 
particularly in relation to complex current and future challenges such as climate change, 
social cohesion and economic regeneration, which require the state to mobilise private, 
voluntary and community actors and resources.411

Principle: Value volunteerism and philanthropy but don’t expect them to ‘fill the gap’
A ‘Good Society’ is characterised by equality of opportunity, sharing our common wealth, 
cooperation and reciprocity. Volunteerism and philanthropy make a significant contribution to 
such a society but should not be forced to breaking point. The UK Government has – through 
negligence or intent – gutted the very parts of the community sector that support volunteerism 
and discouraged philanthropy through its new laws. Contrary to their stated aims, they have 
weakened these traditions and diminished communities’ resilience and capacity for self-reliance.

To preserve the strengths of local community-based organisations, where much volunteering 
occurs, governments need to ensure the community sector is not disadvantaged or ‘crowded out’ 
through outsourcing procedures that favour large NFPs and corporations.

Restating the principle (above) that policy interventions require a robust evidence base, the 
Cameron government has under-valued the collection and analysis of data that could guide 
‘Big Society’ changes and allow them to be evaluated. On the contrary, they have defunded and 
discontinued the very survey that would allow the government to measure volunteerism. The 
current public sector funding pressures in Australia may have similar consequences for the 
capacity of the Australian Bureau of Statistics: the government body charged with measuring 
community sector capacity.
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8. Responding to ‘Big Society’

Resistance and protest in the UK
Opposition to Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ changes is energetic and sustained, drawing in leaders 
of the churches, not-for-profit sector and union movement, Labour parliamentarians, civil 
society networks and community activists. It is consistently identified as a major issue, sparking 
protest and dissent including the March 2011 rally when more than 400,000 people protested 
budget cuts. When activists occupied the London Stock Exchange in October 2011, the Prime 
Minister was asked by the British media whether the UK version of the Occupy movement was an 
expression of ‘Big Society’ or a reaction to it. Journalists in Australia made the same connection, 
interviewing the Australian Council of Social Service about whether the Occupy movement in 
Australia indicated a civil society rejection of ‘Big Society’-type public sector changes here.

Some of the most outspoken critics have been local government representatives hit by massive 
funding cuts. Approximately one-tenth of the UK’s 353 local government authorities expect their 
savings plans will collapse this year, forcing them to shed staff and services. Manchester City 
Council, for instance, is expected to shed 2,000 jobs (17 per cent of the workforce), resulting in 
the closure of centres for pre-school children, youth clubs, libraries, public toilets and swimming 
pools.412 

The multi-billion pound budget cuts are impacting on cultural services, education, transport, 
environment, adult social care, children’s social care, planning and housing. Councils are 
being forced to reduce the volume or frequency of services; reduce quality or minimum service 
standards; restrict eligibility; or increase or introduce new fees and charges. In many instances, 
all of these options are necessary.413 In response, community members are mobilising to exert 
pressure on their councils. When councillors in Lewisham proposed to close five of the county’s 
twelve libraries, they generated an outcry from 20,000 petitioners.414 Community members have 
also resorted to legal action to retain local services. Councils in Gloucestershire and Somerset 
have been compelled to keep libraries open, following a judicial review which clarified that their 
public sector equality duties over-rode the pressures to cut costs.415

Initially, many councils were active proponents of ‘Big Society’, or at least quiescent. That is no 
longer the case, though, and councils including Liverpool have publicly withdrawn their support 
for Big Society: “We continued to support the principal of a strong voluntary sector but we were 
confronted with the biggest cut in the country, despite the government assessing us as having 
the greatest need.”416 Cameron has also lost the confidence and support of some Church leaders, 
including some who had initially been supportive.

    

The Archbishop of Canterbury labelled Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ as “painfully stale” 
and something that is viewed with “widespread suspicion.” An angry PM hit back 
swiftly at Williams claiming that Jesus would back his ‘Big Society’ plans.

The Telegraph, June 9th, 2011417
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Non-government organisations including think tanks and peak bodies representing volunteer-
based groups have commissioned reviews and reports. Their concerns are described elsewhere 
in this report, and have generated constant media attention since Cameron’s election. Some 
sectors of the community sector are less strident in their criticism (or entirely silent), leading 
commentators to suggest that they are reluctant to bite the hand they hope will feed them:

It is a pity that those who know the world of voluntary and community action are not 
putting up more resistance… If anyone should be highlighting the ideologically noxious 
thinking behind the ‘big society’, it is the sector which could be at the centre of such a plan 
but which the government is in fact in the process of dismantling.418

Social entrepreneurs have been divided in their opinions. Some have referred to the changes as 
utopian fantasy and the ‘Big Spliff society’.419 Opposition to ‘Big Society’ has also been expressed 
through the arts including a popular West End musical ‘Big Society!’

In Edwardian times Britain was run by ex-public schoolboys while the jobless and poor 
suffered at the hands of political warmongers and corruption. A century later very little 
has changed.420

Grindcore band Napalm Death who sang protest songs during the Thatcher years now write lyrics 
about ‘Big Society’: “We’re a contrary bunch of f*ckers. We believe in equality and social justice in 
the truest form and not this ‘Big Society’ bullshit.”421

Social media has provided another stage for ‘Big Society’ activism. Satirical Facebook pages422 
have been established and the #bigsociety hashtag receives dozens of tweets each day sharing 
commentary and humour.

    

Tell you what. With all this virtual activism, you do have to admit – in some 
way – the Coalition’s actions are leading to *a* #BigSociety

@elohel 31/01/12 

As part of the Tory Big Society I will make my butler available between 3-4pm 
on Tuesdays for volunteer work. #bigsociety

@SirPercyTatler 21/02/12 

This widespread criticism has shifted public opinion, reducing the support base for Cameron’s 
changes. One opinion poll reported that between May 2010 and February 2011, the proportion 
of respondents who endorsed ‘Big Society’ or expected it to benefit the voluntary sector, charity 
workers and people in the UK fell drastically.

From the start, the main hindrance of the ‘Big Society’ was its size. The policy came to 
embody practically everything, positive and negative. Volunteerism and servitude. 
A creative way to deal with labour shortages and a justification for cuts in services. A 
blueprint for a less intrusive government and a way for the State to shun its responsibility 
towards citizens. Britons were not amused.423
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Figure 13: Public opinion toward ‘Big Society’ July 2010 – February 2011424

Other politicians reading these survey results, especially after almost two years of sustained 
negative media might be tempted to abandon a policy agenda, even one in which they had 
invested heavily. While writing this report, rumours circulated that Cameron had withdrawn his 
support from ‘Big Society’, but this is not the case. It continues to receive the Prime Minister’s 
endorsement on a regular basis: “No matter how many times his pet phrase gets mocked, he 
refuses to abandon his faith in it.”425 As recently as this April, Nick Hurd, the minister responsible 
for carriage of the Big Society vision, maintained that the Government is “completely committed” 
to the project despite criticism from “knockers” and “rock chuckers.”’426

Energising a public sector debate in Australia
Unlike the UK, Australia does not have an energised debate about the role or size of the public 
sector. Despite the polarising nature of discussions about the role of the state and the evidence 
that some Australian politicians are inclined to make similar changes to those associated with 
Cameron’s ‘Big Society’, there is strikingly little public debate.

Think tanks such as the Centre for Policy Development can play a useful role in informing and 
energising this discussion with reports like this one. Blond’s think tank ResPublica clearly played 
a very influential role in shaping David Cameron’s policies and priorities and maximising the 
public attention and scrutiny it received. A range of other British think tanks have contributed to 
‘Big Society’ analysis including Demos, Civil Exchange, the New Economic Foundation, the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, Keystone, the Young Foundation, Insight Public Affairs and others cited 
in this report. Some of the UK think tanks shaping this UK debate are funded by the companies 
that dominate public sector contracting. Reform, which is funded by Capita427, GE and G4S, 
argues vehemently for outsourcing and upfront fees for public services. Outsourcing behemoth 
Serco funds its own research institute which describes its resource centre as “the world’s largest 
online library dedicated to competition and contracting in public services.” Obviously, the Serco 
Institute is a rusted-on advocate for outsourcing. Its former director, Gary Sturgess, returned 
from London to Australia where he has been appointed as the New South Wales Premier’s chair 
in public service delivery at the Australia and New Zealand School of Government. His influence 
is being felt in that state’s current round of public sector cuts. Sturgess’s regular opinion pieces in 
the Australian media and published through the Institute of Public Affairs rehearse some of the 
central ‘Big Society’ memes.
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Think tanks play a part in these debates, but their influence is constrained or enabled by their 
social and political context. There are significant social and political differences between Australia 
and the United Kingdom that constrain the level of debate about these ideas here. To understand 
the implications of ‘Big Society’, this report draws on interviews with leading Australian public 
sector researchers and commentators. These interviews included questions about the apparent 
lack of debate about the potential for Australian governments to fundamentally change the 
roles of the public, private and community sectors, as Cameron is in the process of doing. Their 
responses suggested four possible reasons:

1. The perceived similarity between the policies of the major political parties in 
Australia;

2. Complacency and the lack of a perceived ‘threat’;

3. The issue-specific nature of public sector campaigns and debates; and

4. The lack of interest and attention to broader public sector debates in Australia’s 
mainstream media.

Convergence of public sector policies of both major political parties
Several interviewees expressed the view that the public sector policies of the major political 
parties in Australia are so similar that there is “no space” for debate; no well-defined alternative 
to their political convergence. This view is contested by senior figures in Labor and the Coalition, 
who tend to point to differences between their approaches rather than similarities. In response 
to public service job cuts associated with the 2012 budget Shadow Treasurer Joe Hockey said 
that the cuts were too small and that “…you have to go harder.” In his budget reply speech 
Opposition Leader Tony Abbott’s said that “At the heart of Labor’s failure is the assumption that 
bigger government and higher taxes are the answer to every problem”.428 While defending the 
budget cuts and associated job losses, Finance Minister Penny Wong said that, “Unlike… Joe 
Hockey, who does like to put the boot into the public service… I respect the work that the public 
service does.”429 Prime Minister Gillard also described recent public service job losses as a short-
term consequence of the Government’s push to return to surplus, rather than as an ideological 
preference for shrinking the public service: 

The Australian public service does wonderful things and should be valued. I am a big 
supporter of the public service but as a government we have had to make tough decisions 
to generate a budget surplus for 2012-13... and how we are dealing with some matters in 
regards to public service employment is a result of those tough choices.430

The credibility of Labor’s stated support for the public service was undermined by its decision to 
temporarily increase the ‘efficiency dividend’ from 1.5 per cent to 4 per cent in the November 2011 
Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook, placing significant additional pressure on the public 
service to deliver more for less. Canberra Times journalist Markus Mannheim sought to illustrate 
a convergence of the major parties’ public service staffing approaches by estimating the impacts 
of Labor’s recent budget cuts on the Australian Public Service (APS). Mannheim estimated that 
a $667 million budget cut for public service wages and salaries revealed in the forward estimates 
would lead to the loss of 14,000 jobs in APS agencies and departments over three years. He 
compared this with Shadow Treasurer Joe Hockey’s declaration that a Coalition government 
would sack 12,000 public servants upon election, though this comparison and his projection 
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was contested by some Labor politicians.431, 432 Liberal Senator Gary Humphries claimed that the 
major parties’ positions had converged, commenting that, “Both sides of politics are united in 
their view that the size of the public service must be reduced. We’ve said that for some time; the 
Labor Party pretended otherwise, but its rhetoric now aligns with ours.”433

As noted below, more recent comments from the Coalition also suggest that they wish to take 
even stronger action to reduce public programs and their staffing, with appeals to a reduction in 
‘entitlement’ thinking that echoes both ‘Big Society’ and analogous ‘Asian values’ themes. 

Nonetheless, it is undeniable that the clear pattern of the Labor government’s budget policy is to 
place a great deal of pressure on the public service over coming years. As long as Labor remains 
reluctant to either raise overall tax levels434 or defer the return to a surplus (even in changing 
economic circumstances), this pattern seems likely to continue. 

The concern of interviewees that there may be a convergence of major parties’ public sector 
policies and values extends beyond their relative support or otherwise for public service staffing 
and budgets. Professor Richard Mulgan went so far as to describe a “political consensus on major 
government policy” he has observed “since the Hawke-Keating years.” 

CPD’s ‘State of the Australian Public Service’ report highlighted many instances of negative 
comments made by members of both major political parties about the Australian Public Service. 
At times, the common ground is implied rather than explicit when the government and opposition 
fail to actively distinguish their positions.

    

If the Labor Party were to distinguish itself much more clearly from the Coalition 
then you’d get a different dynamic happening straight away. If they distinguished 
themselves clearly by saying, ‘This is the sort of society we’re working for and 
these are the policies that are going to deliver it.” The public service is a case in 
point. Labor could say, “We are not ideologically committed to small government. 
We believe government has an enduring role. We won’t pretend that gutting the 
public service is a good thing and there is a point at which the efficiency dividend 
basically becomes public sector cuts.” Clarity around that would be helpful. 

[Eric Sidoti]

Peter Shergold observed that there is rarely much debate about even the most significant public 
sector changes in Australia, such as the creation of the Job Network. He observed that such 
changes are proposed and implemented in a “pragmatic” way here, whereas in, “the UK or Canada 
they would be surrounded with a whole lot of political philosophy and debate.”
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In Australia you don’t get senior political leaders talking about public sector 
issues with a belief that they’re important. A Blair, a Brown, a Cameron will give 
speeches – not because some public servant has written a speech but because they 
think it’s important in terms of governance… With all the reservations I have 
with the Third Way or ‘Big Society’, the usefulness is that the frameworks help to 
inform the public debate by bringing together a range of different initiatives and 
arguing that they have a cohesive thrust.

[Professor Peter Shergold]

A similar pattern of apparent party convergence has been noted in the UK. Opposition leader Ed 
Miliband and his brother (and leadership contender) David have been at odds over whether to 
oppose ‘Big Society’ or develop their own version of it. Ed Miliband endorsed the National Citizen 
Service program.

Although the expression ‘Big Society’ is not yet in widespread use in Australia, its defining ideas 
and elements are present in political pronouncements such as Tony Abbott’s ‘Stronger economy 
and stronger Australia’ speech to the Press Club in January 2012.435 Mr Abbott invoked four 
core ‘Big Society’ tenets: (1) engaging community and for-profit organisations to deliver public 
services; (2) an increased reliance on and advocacy for community volunteerism; (3) reviewing 
welfare provision arrangements; and (4) community boards to manage the budgets and staffing 
of public schools and hospitals.436 

In the weeks preceding this year’s Budget, Shadow Treasurer Joe Hockey expressed his sympathy 
for ‘Big Society’ frames by condemning “systems of universal entitlement” in countries including 
Australia, and arguing that “the highly constrained public safety net” in parts of Asia might 
seem brutal, “but it works and it is financially sustainable”.437 Echoing the ‘Big Society’ frames 
of volunteerism, autonomy and entrepreneurship, Mr Hockey claimed that countries with a 
lower level of entitlement allowed business and individuals to be successful: “It reduces taxation, 
meaning individuals spend less of their time working for the state, and more of their time working 
for themselves and their family.”

Although our interviewees considered it unlikely that the current ALP government would introduce 
changes such as indicated by ‘Big Society’, several speculated that a Coalition government led by 
Tony Abbott could be expected to have a keen interest in Cameron’s platform. Speculation is 
reflected in our interview transcripts.

    

A number of the State conservative leaders are probably more amenable to Big 
Society ideas than Tony Abbott is likely to be. I could be wrong… but unless one 
of his ministers is given free space to develop these ideas, I’m not sure how bold 
or innovative an Abbott government will be with respect to a wide-ranging, 
citizen empowerment agenda. 

[Professor Peter Shergold]
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If Abbott gets in and starts looking for his $70 billion, that’s when it will come on. 

[Cath Smith]

    

I think you’ll find that quite a few people in government around Australia have 
been interested in, and are keeping a bit an eye on, what the Brits are up to… it’s 
one of the biggest games in town, and certainly one of the most interesting. 

[Martin Stewart-Weeks]

Complacency and the lack of a perceived threat
The scale and pace of the ‘Big Society’ changes have been breathtaking. This report will coincide 
with the two-year anniversary of Cameron’s election and already he has radically changed British 
society. Public sector changes in Australia have sometimes been abrupt, such as the thousands of 
retrenchments following John Howard’s election and the major privatisations during the 1990s, 
but these are arguably less dramatic than the ‘Big Society’ transformation. Our interviewees 
agreed that changes of a comparable nature would trigger a more energised debate here.

    

If Wayne Swan, in this year’s federal budget, forces public sector managers to 
cut their budgets by 25 per cent over the subsequent two years, we’ll have that 
level of coverage here. The reason we’re not having that debate is because our 
governments have sustained public spending. 

[Cath Smith]

    

There has, to date, been no major Coalition push to roll back government, as 
distinct from sacking some public servants. On the Labor side, major commitment 
to a welfare state has not been such a defining feature as in the UK, I think.

 [Professor Richard Mulgan]

    

We’re the lucky country... Things have been too easy.
 [Professor Geoff Gallop]
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What energised the debate in the UK was a threat to something that people held 
dear. 

[Professor Helen Sullivan]

    

There are clearly big choices being made in many areas, about a wholesale 
switching from public sector to not-public sector. Whole swathes of life we expect 
the public sector to take up... The kind of stuff you see in Britain where whole 
councils have shut down every operation they’ve had – rubbish, waste dumping, 
libraries and what not. You have arguments about whether the local community 
can run the library. Once it gets to that level, people really do kind of take notice. 

[Martin Stewart-Weeks]

Public sector campaigns and debates tend to be issue-specific
There is a tendency for the public discussion about the role of the state to focus on very specific 
issues and flashpoints. Media interest follows conflict (‘if it bleeds it leads’), resulting in superficial 
coverage of what has happened rather than what events and announcements might mean in a 
longer-term context. Accordingly, individuals and organisations tend to frame their pro- and 
anti-public sector campaigns around specific issues.

    

Where people do get involved, they get involved primarily around issues… 
becoming a disaggregated political force and not necessarily one that is 
considering social reform within a broader umbrella of what they want. We want 
a better environment, we want more renewable energy but we don’t necessarily 
have a collective view on what sort of society that means and how we get to it. 

[Eric Sidoti]

Many of these issue-specific debates relate to public service funding cuts, job losses, working 
conditions and public service efficiency. They are dominated by government ministers, public 
sector unions and anti-‘big government’ activists such as the Institute of Public Affairs. When 
these debates take place within a narrow and short-term political and media cycle it prevents in-
depth discussion of ‘good society’ values, international policy adventures such as ‘Big Society’ or 
alternative trajectories for the public sector in Australia.
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Australia’s mainstream media ignores broader public sector debates
Since Cameron’s election, UK citizens have been bombarded with in-depth media coverage 
including sustained investigative journalism about the promises and impacts of ‘Big Society’ 
changes. This has not been restricted to left-leaning publications or those intended for an already 
highly educated audience. On the contrary, the public sector’s changing size and role has received 
daily coverage in local and regional newspapers, commercial tabloids and television. This report 
drew on more than 400 articles published in The Guardian, The Telegraph, The Mirror, New 
Statesman, The Independent, Leicestershire Mercury and The Morning Star – and this is a 
representative rather than comprehensive sample of this coverage.

By contrast, much of the Australian media pays minimal attention to public sector changes 
and policy debates other than isolated issues such as the privatisation of specific government-
owned services or infrastructure. Only the Australian Broadcasting Commission has covered ‘Big 
Society’, in somewhat obscure late night programs.

    

This is a dry question for the Daily Telegraph isn’t it? But it’s everything isn’t it? 
It’s every aspect of our lives. 

[Ged Kearney]

It is a mistake, though, to blame the media when issues we’re interested in receive minimal 
attention. One explanation is that there are too few voices. Vern Hughes commented that, “There 
haven’t been enough voices and the political debate tends to be confined to the service delivery 
peak bodies and governments.” CPD hopes that this report will go some way to informing and 
motivating a discussion about the implications of ‘Big Society’ for Australia and to diversifying 
the ‘voices’ that are active in this debate.
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Appendix: ‘Big Society’ glossary

Expression Meaning

Civil Society 
Organisations

Small charities, social enterprises and voluntary and community 
organisations.438

Commissioning Outsourcing or engaging a non-government (corporate or community 
sector) organisation to deliver public services.

Co-production The provision of public services by paid and unpaid labour.439 

Corporatisation “The introduction of private sector management practices and 
processes (new managerialism) into public sector organisations and the 
operation of these bodies according to market-based criteria through a 
change in the formal legal and institutional structure.”440

Mutualism “The resolution of problems and the creation of outcomes from self-
directed co-operative activity.”441

Mutuals

(and/or ‘public 
service mutuals’)

Employee-owned social enterprises; controlled by their members; have 
external stakeholders; “either owned by and run in the interests of 
existing members, as is the case in building societies, cooperatives and 
friendly societies, or – as in many public services – owned on behalf of 
the wider community”

Not-for-profit 
organisation 
(NFP)

(or non-profit 
organisation)

‘An organisation that is not operating for the profit or gain of its 
individual members whether these gains are direct or indirect. 
Profit made by the organisation goes back into the operation of the 
organisation to carry out its purposes and is not distributed to any of its 
members.’442 The not-for-profit sector is sometimes referred to as the 
‘third sector’.

Outsourcing A government agency entering into a contract with an external supplier 
for the provision of goods/services previously provided within, or by, 
the agency.

Social Impact 
Bond

(or Social Benefit 
Bond)

“A bond-issuing organisation raises capital from investors based on a 
contract with government to deliver improved social outcomes through 
programs delivered by a not-for-profit organisation.”443

Spin-out An employee-owned organisation formed when an employee or group 
of employees leaves another organisation.444 Large public service 
agencies or service delivery institutions (including the National Health 
System) may be replaced by many smaller spin-outs comprising former 
government employees.
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