
promoting effective 

community action 

through research

ISSN 1755-1331 March 2011

Issue 114

Fleur Bragaglia is 
providing this bul-
letin with a book 
review. All of this 
as well as the up-
coming events and 
ARVACs new in-
teractive website 
are of course a 
small effort, not 
worthy of the front 
pages. However, it 
is and remains im-
portant if we don’t 
want to get lost in 
the constantly 
changing flow of 
news and trends.

Steadfastness ap-
pears to be an old 
fashioned term 
and concept. Yet, 
as a relative new-
comer to ARVAC I 
have always ad-
mired the organi-
sation for sticking 
to its purpose in 
particular in the 
face of trouble and 
difficulty. By stick-
ing to our purpose 
we are not dimin-
ishing the trouble 
and difficulties of 
others. We know 
what we are here 
for and we will 
continue to do so, 
with your help and 
collaboration.

Jurgen Grotz

(editor)

Dear Reader

I am  searching for 
the right perspective 
for this editorial. The 
news of devastation in 
Asia and of social un-
rest and change in 
Africa have moved 
the consequences of 
the massive cuts in 
public spending in this 
country off  the front 
pages. In the face of 
such monumental re-
porting the issues this 
bulletin aims to ad-
dress seem small, in-
significant almost. 

Yet, in the 33 years 
since ARVACs foun-
dation there has al-
ways been bigger, 
seemingly more im-
port, more devastat-
ing and more heart 
rending news. AR-
VAC is not a front 
page organisation.  
The perspective I 
need for this editorial 
derives from AR-
VAC’s long standing 
commitment to listen-
ing and engaging di-
rectly with academics 
and  practitioners 
without razzmatazz 
and without following 
the lure of political 
convenience but also 
without being intimi-
dated by the seem-
ingly larger and more 
important. 

In this issue Kate 

Jones quotes Jan, a  
family carer commu-
nity researcher. Irre-
spective of all the 
headlines ARVAC 
must continue to 
help make Jan’s 
voice and those like 
her heard.  

In this issue Julie 
Worrall is impatient 
with the slow pace of 
change in universi-
ties. Irrespective of 
the headlines  AR-
VAC must continue 
its dialogue with uni-
versities  searching, 
for example, for a 
theory of user control 
and community inte-
gration in voluntary 
action research.

Despite its resis-
tance against follow-
ing political trends 
ARVAC must also 
remain open to peo-
ple discussing them 
and both Ben Wright 
who is writing about 
his views on the Big 
Society and Ellie 
Brodie who com-
ments on Jesse Nor-
man’s ideas about 
the Big Society are 
providing this issue 
with just such de-
bate. Finally ARVAC 
must not stop work-
ing hard to make ac-
cessible relevant in-
formation and for this 
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community researchers.  Once 
trained the researchers went out 
into their community and spoke to 
other carers about the short breaks 
they would like to receive.  In total 
the community researchers spoke 
to over ninety carers, many of 
whom had none, or very little, sup-
port or access to breaks.  

The research turned some of our 
assumptions around; in particular 
that carers caring for their partners 
want time away from their cared 
for. We found that the majority of 
carers wanted a day out with their 
cared for – perhaps a shopping trip 
to a local place of interest or a trip 
to the seaside.  Others wanted a 
meal out with their loved ones or a 
relaxation session at the local spa. 
Very few wanted traditional respite 
care for their cared for but they did 
want access to short breaks that 
were not complicated or expensive. 
In contrast family carers who were 
caring for an elderly family member 
often wanted some time away from 
the person they care for.   

The community researchers gained 
much from their experience of 
working on the project. They learnt 
new skills and made new friends –
a particular bonus for those family 
carers who were isolated by their 
caring role. They have also learnt 
much more about their community.  
Their confidence developed hugely 
throughout the project as the case 
studies show below: 

Turning Point, a national health and so-
cial care organisation that provides ser-
vices for people with complex needs, 
has seen, first hand, how our current 
structure of service provision does not 
successfully meet a person’s whole 
needs. 

This led Turning Point to develop a new 
model for designing services - Con-
nected Care. The aim of Connected 
Care is to help to bring the voice of the 
community to the design and delivery of 
health, housing, education and social 
service delivery. 

At the heart of Connected Care projects 
are community researchers. The re-
searchers speak with people in their 
community to find out about their aspi-
rations, problems and perceptions of 
local services. They then bridge the gap 
by bringing the voice of the community 
to the commissioners’ table, and work 
with them to redesign the services. 
Such a bridge ensures that new ser-
vices better meet need, involve the 
community in provision and ensure they 
respond to local issues.  

Turning Point’s Connected Care team 
has recently trialed the Connected Care 
methodology with family carers in Suf-
folk.  Funded by the Department of 
Health and led by Suffolk County Coun-
cil, the Connected Care team was com-
missioned to work with family carers in 
a small market town in Suffolk. 

The team recruited five local carers and 
trained and supported them to become 
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thought the job sounded interested 
and felt that this was something I 
could do with the little free time I 
have. I also thought that the project 
sounded like a good way to meet and 
hopefully help carers. 

I have found doing the research thor-
oughly interesting and hope it will 
help carers in the future.  I have 
learnt that even a little money can 
help and that carers often don’t want 
or need lots of money - it is often just 
company and people’s understanding 
they need.  I have thoroughly enjoyed 
being part of this team. I hope that 
the research we have done will en-
able carers to get more help and also 
get the sort of help that they require. 

Many of the family carers involved in 
the research also really enjoyed be-
ing interviewed and appreciated the 
opportunity to speak to other carers 
about the issues they face. Simply 
being able to speak to another per-
son about the problems they have 
has been cathartic for a number of 
family carers. 

As a result of the research a carers 
support group is being established in 
the town and short breaks based on 
the finding of the research will be pro-
vided to family carers living in the 
area. This research will also help to 
influence how short breaks for family 
carers are provided across Suffolk.  

Kate Jones is a Senior Research 
Advisor at Turning Point

Jan, family carer community re-
searcher. 

’I am in my early 60’s but I am not too 
doddery! I cared for my husband who 
died 18 months ago. He suffered 
from Parkinson’s, Lewy Body demen-
tia, Emphysema and had a de-fib fit-
ted due to Sudden Death Syndrome.  
The loss of my husband has been so 
very hard. We were inseparable so I 
had to find something to make me 
want to carry on alone. This project 
has done just that. It’s given me the 
opportunity to channel grief into help-
ing carers ands their loved one along 
with the camaraderie of my fellow re-
searchers. 

Doing the research has been satisfy-
ing but at time also heartbreaking. I 
felt that I have made many carers feel 
a bit better by the chats we had.  It 
has been hard leaving some of the 
carers and their cared for but it was 
great to be a friendly face that they 
could turn too.  I have learnt a lot 
through this project – I know that 
there are people far worse that me 
out there, but also that there is help 
available once you are in the loop. I 
have also learnt that I can contribute.  

I have also enjoyed working as a 
team. It has been great fun. The pro-
ject has given me the opportunity to 
feel wanted and useful once again.

Lisa, family carer community re-
searcher

I am in my late 30;s and care for my 
daughter Bethany who is 6 years old. 
Bethany has severe developmental 
delay, severe microcephally and is 
partially sighted. I got a flyer from 
Crossroads about the project and 
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of research by government in policy-making 
(‘evidence based policy making’ and the selec-
tive appropriation of research findings - not al-
ways as beneficial as it may sound) and the 
commodification of knowledge (that is, the 
‘sale’ of knowledge in an economy where 
sponsor validation replaces the academic vali-
dation of research).  Another example is the 
decline of the academy’s cognitive authority in 
the context of what has been described as the 
‘scientification’ of society - the rise of a ‘Mode 
2’ society where the production and control of 
knowledge (and therefore, the research 
agenda) becomes more pluralised (not a bad 
thing, in my view).
Craig Calhoun, who has written about ‘The 
University and the Public Good’, calls for a 
‘stronger analysis’ of how universities can be 
more public. I believe that a more publicly re-
sponsive academy does have a role to play, 
alongside others, in the management and con-
trol of the community research agenda.  As 
yet, it is not fully integrated as a team player.  
Unfortunately, communities and community 
organisations are still viewed in parts of the 
academy as research fodder and not as poten-
tial collaborators or co-producers of research 
and knowledge.  As the CUE East Project Di-
rector, tasked with helping universities to be-
come more ‘public’, and as a trustee and sup-
porter of ARVAC, I aim to help turn this 
around.  Certainly, we are starting to see a dif-
ference at the University of East Anglia (UEA), 
where CUE East is based, as we endeavour to 
bring about change, particularly at an institu-
tional level.  We have been able to support a 
wide range of engagement between the Uni-
versity and community stakeholders, including 
facilitating and publicising ‘user involvement’ 
debates and workshops which touch upon the 
management and control of the research 
agenda.  As ever, the pace of change from 
within the academy is slow, and I am impa-
tient.

Julie Worrall, Project Director, 
CUE East, University of East An-
glia

I often find myself declaring to audiences inside 
and outside academia that knowledge is not the 
sole domain of universities; and by ‘knowledge’, 
I mean the research agenda as well as knowl-
edge itself.  To the more enlightened, I could 
well be stating the obvious but after six years of 
working in higher education I believe this still 
needs to be stated, and stated often.
Research is conducted in, and between, univer-
sities, research institutes, industry, national and 
local government and community organisations.  
Let me cite one small example of collaborative 
community research.  In 1997, as a local gov-
ernment housing policy officer in a former life, I 
was privileged to be involved in devising Nor-
wich’s first strategy to tackle street homeless-
ness.  National government required the local 
authority to take the lead but the process was a 
shared endeavour also involving local charities 
and volunteers.  Despite the challenges that 
such collaboration brings, looking back, I can 
see how the knowledge and expertise of all 
those involved provided much, if not all, the evi-
dence and the argument for government invest-
ment in tackling street homelessness in the city.  
This included our own primary research; a 
‘rough sleepers’ head count which provided a 
snapshot of street homelessness in Norwich.  I 
clearly recall standing on a table in the YMCA 
canteen at 2am, briefing the volunteers before 
they went out into the night to find and ‘count’ 
rough sleepers.  Collecting, writing up and ana-
lysing the data was a collaborative process and 
I’m pleased to say that it not only led to a major 
government investment in community provision 
for rough sleepers in Norwich but we were in-
vited to the Cabinet Office as an example of 
good practice, to share our strategy and talk 
about our collaboration.
Universities also participate in collaborative re-
search, and support community-based re-
search, but they do not control the community 
research agenda – and nor should they.   Per-
ceived by those on the outside as elite institu-
tions with their own research grand narrative, 
they may appear to be immune to those forces 
that batter the rest of us but in fact they too 
have their own to deal with.  In considering the 
research agenda specifically, there are major 
influences at work.  For example, the utilisation 
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disseminate information widely 
through our bulletin to share news, 
reports and trends in community re-
search. With CUE-East we also co-
sponsored a seminar in which lead-
ing US and UK academics and com-
munity researchers debated ap-
proaches to user involvement in 
community research.  With partner 
organisation VAI, we continued to  
support the development of a col-
laborative training programme for 
clusters of voluntary groups to gain 
skills in taking research through from 
community identification of issues to 
influencing decision-makers and pol-
icy-makers. In increasingly pressured 
climate for community action and re-
search, ARVAC recognises the need 
to promote community research 
through brokering active cross-sector 
collaborations and to develop freely-
and widely-accessible resources to 
support community research. Our 
volunteer trustees continue to assist 
with answering questions of commu-
nity research for anybody who ac-
cesses the organisation  through the 
web site which will provide a central 
means for us to realize our aims as 
openly as possible on-line.  The 
funding strategy we have developed 
has been to identify our strategic pri-
orities that we need to develop and 
then to plan fundraising which can be 
achieved within our current re-
sources to progress activities accord-
ingly.  This has allowed us to ad-
dress our key aims for 2009-10 and 
to seek to build new directions in-
formed by the interaction which this 
year’s achievements are now open-
ing up for ARVAC.

In planning and implementing the work 
of ARVAC over the year, the Trustees 
have kept to the Charity Commission’s 
guidance in making it clear how the 
work of ARVAC has an identifiable 
public benefit.

ARVAC exists to advance the educa-
tion of the public by promoting the role 
and function of individual volunteers 
and voluntary organisations. Further-
more we believe that healthy, diverse 
and inclusive communities make a fun-
damental contribution to people’s qual-
ity of life and living conditions and that 
research has a major role to play for 
local organisations through, among 
other things informing and improving 
the way community organisations are 
led and managed and producing evi-
dence of need and impact that commu-
nity groups can in turn influence policy 
makers with.  ARVAC therefore acts a 
resource for people interested in re-
search, promotes effective and appro-
priate research, facilitates networking, 
and ensures community research and 
community research issues are made 
available to policy makers.

During the year we again organized 
events including workshops on com-
munity research partnership and ca-
pacity building in community research. 
With funding from the Community De-
velopment Foundation we developed 
two new projects: one to share trus-
tees’ experiences of managing govern-
ance issues in practice and one to re-
design the ARVAC webpages to 
broaden the potential for ARVAC to 
support community access to dialogue, 
interaction and resources to promote 
community research. We continue to 
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actively developing Governance Work-
pages,.to realise a Governance Stories 
project. This has piloted a means to 
add valuable audio-visual research-
based resource sharing Governance 
Stories to widen the accessibility and 
resonance of the Governance Pages.  
We aim to continued to innovate in this 
area through actively seeking ways to 
engage with and amplify community 
voices in 2011.

Bulletin

We again owe grateful thanks to Jur-
gen for producing our flagship output, 
providing three excellent issues of the 
Bulletin during 2009. We can continue 
to offer topical discussion articles re-
viewing, addressing and responding to 
developments in the sector. If we can 
set up a monitoring system to enhance 
our database this should give us addi-
tional access to news of publications 
and work in progress to complement 
the excellent materials already offered 
in the Bulletin.  We aim to again pro-
duce 3 issues in 2011 and if feasible, 
to add some database-related informa-
tion.

Building on Our Events Programme

The current partnership with VAI and 
CUE-East has allowed us to sustain 
the annual ARVAC conference as a 
free, low cost half-day event to shares 
examples of ways, means and out-
comes of community research capacity 
building to actively promotes success-
ful community action and influencing.  

This has also allowed us to initiate and 
take forward an annual series of na-
tional research debates in 2010, on 
models of user involvement in commu-
nity research.  Related events will be 
actively promoted, to be organised with 
minimal involvement of the committee 
and with partnership or event-specific 
resources.

Enabling Interactive Community Re-
search: ARVAC’s Workplan for 2011

Thanks to the funding support from CDF, 
ARVAC has been able to meet  two key 
priorities for developing resources in 2010 
and can now move much of its core activi-
ties and resources to its new webpages, 
still in development,.  This enables us to 
increase our range of activity and avenues 
for members, potential members and part-
ners to connect more freely with ARVAC. 
Being inventive and accessible will gain 
importance as current cuts will hit commu-
nity-partner organisations.

Developing the Website as a Network-
ing and Interactive Base

The ARVAC website development was 
prioritised as vital for us to address our 
aim “to encourage and facilitate network-
ing and collaboration between people 
working in this field”.  Thanks to the CDF 
funding and Jurgen Grotz’ vision and com-
mitment we are now upgrading our web-
pages.  We will to identify other opportuni-
ties to develop and make community re-
search resources available on-line, par-
ticularly our research database.  We will 
continue to provide sign-posting for or-
ganisations looking for community re-
searchers, providing help through answer-
ing queries via the web-site and putting 
individuals and organisations in touch with 
researchers known to the ARVAC mem-
bers.  This will be now be enabled though 
the interactive resources being made 
available through the Plaza, blogs and 
new forms of communication enabled 
through the redeveloped ARVAC website. 
We now aim to develop a web-based fo-
rum to engage groups working in commu-
nity research.

Governance Workpages and Stories

Thanks to CDF funding and Kevin 
Nunan’s enterprise and hard work, we 
have been able to further build on the suc-
cessful involvement of the sector in inter-
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sources each to a group of volunteers, 
encouraging database users to alert us to 
new publications to ensure the resource 
is comprehensive.  After updating, we 
can assess the work needed to input new 
material, manage the database and then 
earmark resources for that purpose.  We 
aim to explore the potential of a linked or 
complementary resource with other or-
ganisations developing community re-
search resources such as The Third Sec-
tor Research Centre.

Gaining new resources

Thanks to our partners, our small funding 
group has succeeded in generating re-
sources to support our events and key 
development activities over 2010.  As our 
membership expands and our potential 
for creating and innovating increases with 
our changing knowledge of a changing 
community sector, we will need to en-
gage with new areas and means of com-
munity research capacity-building.  We 
will continue to seek joint bids to previous 
charitable funders of ARVAC and new 
potential funders whose aims can sup-
port ours.  The ARVAC Trustees funding 
sub-group will continue to develop its fo-
cused bidding programme to enable stra-
tegically-relevant and currently-feasible 
collaborative community research capac-
ity-building projects.

CUTTING OUR COATS…

In common with other voluntary groups 
and organizations we will aim to cut our 
coat according to our cloth.  We will con-
tinue to shape our strategic plan in line 
with our key aims and taking account of 
time and resources available to us.  De-
veloping a sensible funding strategy will 
again be an important focus for 2011.

Fiona Poland is the  ARVAC Chair and 
is Senior Lecturer in Therapy Re-
search at  University of East Anglia.

Collaborative Community Research 
Capacity Building

We continue to gain and share valuable 
lessons from the ARVAC/ VAI collabora-
tive community research programme 
which has been able to develop through 
specific funding from the Trust for Lon-
don (formerly City Parochial).  This has 
enabled the successful development of a 
pilot programme of research develop-
ment with community groups and training 
for research trainers which progresses 
community research from issues, to ro-
bust designs to influencing policymakers.  
This is planned to continue into 2011, 
and to explore a further level of develop-
ment from research clusters through to 
sub-regional collaboration. We aim to 
work with VAI to ensure collaborative de-
velopment and dissemination of research 
training materials.

Developing key working partnerships

We need to raise our profile to realise our 
aims.  We continue to value our relation-
ship with Roehampton University which 
provides our base and with those organi-
sations at the centre of community-
relevant education and research such as 
CUE-East, Voluntary Action Islington and 
the Salvation Army.  We affirm the dem-
onstrated value of partnerships for pro-
moting collaborative community research 
and will actively seek new members to 
join the Trustees group.  We aim to en-
courage Trustees to generate new strate-
gic activity areas through partnership 
working.

Community Research Database

Our database of some 3,000 items is 
now available on-line, but needs further 
development. We are seeking a post-
graduate student placement or other 
partnership to help update the entries to 
cover 2006 to 2010 and to identify the 
key sources to monitor to ensure the da-
tabase is kept up-to-date.  We could then 
allocate the task of monitoring one or two 
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organisations it is possible to see 
how this emerging landscape 
could affect communities, includ-
ing researchers.

Universities are seeking alterna-
tive funding streams to overcome 
financial deficits in both teaching 
and research following the ex-
pected withdrawal of government 
funding. This has included the 
generation of increasing numbers 
of online short courses. Commu-
nity forums are also relying more 
on internet-based communication 
and online bulletins rather than 
meetings and paper-based infor-
mation at a time when people 
cannot guarantee when they will 
be available, in some cases de-
termined by interview times, and 
funding is limited. Difficulties have 
increased attracting university 
students, at least those who have 
traditionally entered colleges full-
time directly on completing A-
levels, in the knowledge that they 
may pay up to £27,000 for tuition 
on a degree course. Yet students 
currently pay a large amount for 
accommodation and travel that 
could be reduced through more 
internet-based learning, necessi-
tating more research on what is 
required and how this can best be 
implemented. It might additionally 
be possible to hold more meet-
ings and conferences online.

With news of Big Society ‘failures’, 
including Lord Nat Wei’s decision 
to stop working overtime and Liver-
pool’s withdrawal from the Conser-
vative Party’s flagship project, one 
might be forgiven for thinking that 
community needs, or funding re-
quirements, are being neglected. 
This is not helped by those Mem-
bers of Parliament who argue that 
volunteering could increase at a 
time when many people are des-
perately seeking employment. Let 
us not forget though that the econ-
omy has recently been hit by a 
deep recession, with all the tradi-
tional problems and large numbers 
of unemployed young people, fol-
lowed by austerity cuts that have 
hampered recovery across sectors 
but perhaps less so in the private 
sector. Organisations need time to 
adjust to the new landscape, in-
cluding the introduction of a Big 
Society Bank at the heart of com-
munity initiatives, but there are in-
novative ways to move forward for 
entrepreneurs.

The leveling of the playing field be-
tween private, public and voluntary 
and community sector (VCS) or-
ganisations will not only increase 
competition but potentially plunge 
people in the latter two sectors into 
unfamiliar territory. The expected 
reduction of government input will 
remove an important safety net. By 
focusing on universities and VCS 

Page 8Issue 114

Ben Wright

Developing A Workable Big Society Model For Community Researchers



their needs. There will, however, remain 
some scope for flexibility, including in the 
methodology used, and this is necessary 
to guarantee the development of competi-
tive innovative ideas. There will be more 
opportunities for cross-sector collaborative 
work in which academics should be able 
to take a lead. CEMVO is delivering a 
postgraduate programme in partnership 
with SOAS, University of London, funded 
by Tower Hamlets Council to develop 
community leaders who can implement 
theoretical academic knowledge in prac-
tice.

Moreover, if research is integrated more 
into community life, arguably enabling it to 
better meet the needs of local residents, it 
is possible to generate related funding 
through alternative means. For example, 
dietary research might result in the devel-
opment of produce and environmental re-
search could generate new information 
and products that can be sold.

Finally, consistent with the Big Society 
theme it should be possible for several 
smaller communities, or societies, to work 
together on cross-community ‘Big Society’ 
projects. This will enable communities to 
attract funding only available to people 
resident or working in certain localities 
and, potentially, to compete for funding 
restricted to organisations working in dif-
ferent regions or countries.

Dr. Ben Wright is a new member on the 
ARVAC committee. He was the  Policy 
and Research Officer for the Council of 
Ethnic Minority Voluntary Sector Or-
ganisations (CEMVO). He is a chartered 
Psychologist, Researcher and Liberal 
Democrat Politician.

With reductions in traditional grants, in-
cluding research-related funding, VCS 
organisations are rethinking their legal 
structures as they consider generating 
income in a not-for-profit arena. The 
Government is, in particular, pushing 
models such as social enterprises, mutu-
als and cooperatives with which employ-
ees in this sector are largely unfamiliar. 
Communities can generate funds 
through the selling of locally-grown pro-
duce, including following its cooking in 
various dishes, and other locally-
required products largely dependent on 
the availability of local expertise. VCS 
organisations will need to improve public 
and commissioner understanding of pro-
fessionals in the sector as they compete 
with the private sector. They may also 
need to meet and be certificated for cer-
tain standards. They may need to work 
in consortia, to increase their combined 
assets, annual turnover and experience, 
and/or merge with other organisations, to 
improve skill sets and increase cost-
competitiveness.

Although a larger proportion of research-
related activities will need to be funded 
in future for a specific purpose, it is not 
always in the interests of funders to dic-
tate how research should be undertaken 
which can help determine outcomes. 
CEMVO is undertaking research for the 
Office for Civil Society, Cabinet Office, 
on how the economy is affecting VCS 
organisations, on how the VCS can be-
come more environmentally sustainable 
(an area in which there may be in-
creased opportunities for funding) and 
on how the VCS can best take advan-
tage of the Big Society once funding be-
comes available. Research is also re-
quired to deliver up-to-date training typi-
cally to people who have only a limited 
understanding of the topic. This is more 
likely to be funded by trainees in future 
and so will need to be more tailored to 
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Somerville defines community as meaning-
ful connectedness which, in turn, affects 
the development of a community, the poli-
tics of a community, the participation within 
a community and the health and social 
care of a community (to name but a few). 
At the beginning of the book, Somerville 
disputes the categories aligned to a 
‘strong’ and ‘weak’ communities. Often the 
strength of a community is aligned to how 
inclusive or exclusive it is. He rejects this 
correlation as a strong community may be 
so due to it being closed and homogenous 
and a weak community maybe so due to 
its openness and heterogeneity. This argu-
ment has particular relevance for the work 
of ARVAC in terms of how research looks 
at community and assesses its success in 
terms of previously disposed government 
ideals of integration and cohesion. Under 
Somerville’s definition, a strong community 
is one in which members experience bond-
edness and/or boundedness, character-
ises that may be adverse to openness and 
integration. 

Somerville’s text asks questions of re-
searchers and research in the voluntary 
and community sector. For example, as 
researchers, how do we view strong com-
munities? How can research in this area 
understand the concepts of success with 
regards to community and community de-
velopment?

Understanding community, politics, policy 
and practice is part of the Policy Press’ 
series on Understanding Welfare: social 
issues, policy and practice. Each text is 
designed to be accessible and student 
friendly and all are Social Policy Subject 
Benchmark Compliant. 

Fleur Bragaglia is a researcher 
at The Salvation Army.

Peter Somerville, Professor of Social Policy 
and Head of the Policy Studies Research 
Centre at the University of Lincoln, in Under-
standing Community; Politics, Policy and 
Practice draws together key concepts within 
the field of community including; community 
development, the politics of community, gov-
ernment approaches to community, commu-
nity learning and community health and so-
cial care. 

The book focuses on community as both an 
idea and practice. Somerville presents inter-
esting debate on the concept and under-
standing of community, underlining that, al-
though its meaning will always be contested, 
community can be understood through net-
work, sociability, connected and cooperation. 
Using the works of Bourdieu, Habermas and 
Durkheim (and others), Somerville sees com-
munity as rooted in our everyday ways of go-
ing about the world, described in the text as 
habitus. 

The book provides a wealth of references on 
research in/of community and practical appli-
cations of community but it is the ‘beloved 
community’ concept of Martin Luther King 
which holds the most relevance for Somer-
ville. Chapter 2 explains that according to 
King’s idea of Beloved Community, ‘each in-
dividual must be free to fulfil his or her high-
est potential, but this can happen only 
through membership of a just community in 
which resources and power are distributed in 
such a way as to enable every individual to 
actualise their potential, and in which every 
member respects and values every other 
member equally,’ (pg 35). Somerville argues 
that this ‘beloved community’ is a picture of a 
desired end state of a developed community. 
Many talk about achieving developed com-
munities, from national and local govern-
ment, to community activists and theorists 
but Somerville outlines that few have detailed 
what such an achieved state would look like. 
He rectifies this by presenting the concept of 
beloved community as one which everyone 
can recognise. 
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line the political philosophy underpinning 
compassionate conservatism. He uses 
Oakeshott’s distinction between a ‘civil so-
ciety’ and an ‘enterprise society’ to deter-
mine what he thinks the role of the state, 
citizens and intermediate institutions 
should be. In a ‘civil society’, the role of the 
government is simply to govern citizens 
according to a system of laws, whereas an 
‘enterprise society’ is organised as a com-
munal undertaking where individuals are 
viewed as contributors to a common pro-
ject and the role of government is to 
achieve certain social objectives. Norman 
firmly rejects the notion of an enterprise 
society: it is a rationalist position that treats 
the state as a one-size fits all vehicle for 
social advancement. Instead, the pluralism 
that he finds in Oakshott’s ‘civil society’ 
takes into account associative institutions 
of civil society – a ‘philic’ or ‘new kind of 
association based on affection rather than 
procedure’ (p. 103). Through drawing on 
these traditions, we can start to see why 
associational life, grassroots and commu-
nity organisations and the decentralisation 
of state power are central themes in the 
current government’s policy agenda. 

Norman also draws on theories of human 
motivation and capability, notably those of 
Amartya Sen, which assert that human 
beings are happiest, and therefore moti-
vated, when they can express their ‘active 
self’ in their work and other pursuits (sport, 
hobbies, etc). The active self can be ex-
pressed through: autonomy, or independ-
ence; mastery or being good at something, 
and purpose, or the deeper meaning an 
individual accords to something. This view 
of human motivation explains the proposi-
tion by advocates of the Big Society that 
there is an untapped social energy in Brit-
ain that, providing the state gets out of the 
way, can be released. 

Jesse Norman, Conservative MP for Hereford 
and South Herefordshire, is one of the intellec-
tual architects of the new – or compassionate 
– conservatism. The Big Society sets out the 
ideas that underpin the new conservatism and 
the political programme that stems from these 
ideas – the Big Society. 

The basic premise of the book is that the Brit-
ish economy and society are facing deep-
seated problems that the Big Society can 
tackle. Norman argues that the economy flat-
tened and became less productive under La-
bour whilst inequality on many measures in-
creased. This is primarily because the govern-
ment ‘placed too much faith in a relatively un-
productive and constricting state’ (p. 17) and 
its ‘accompanying ideology of centralisation, 
managerialism and intervention’ (p. 25). On top 
of this, we are in the grip of a ‘moral panic 
about where our society is headed and what it 
is becoming’ (p. 40). Social trends such as ris-
ing obesity and teenage pregnancy have been 
caused by a ‘misunderstanding of economics 
within government, and an increasingly eco-
nomic and financial view of human nature 
within wider society’ (p. 78).

The middle chapters of The Big Society set out 
the philosophical basis of the new conserva-
tism starting with a critique of both the Left and 
the Right. The root problem for the Labour 
Party, says Norman, is that the Fabians have 
taken over. The Fabians’ intellectual, middle 
class and somewhat shady interests (in 
‘eugenics and selective breeding’, p. 83) 
quashed other traditions on the left like non-
conformist dissent, guild socialism and working 
class self-help. The Fabians are to blame for 
Labour’s ‘deep dyed commitment to state ex-
pansion and the centralisation of public ser-
vices’ (p. 84). The Conservative party, in con-
trast, has ‘never become a sect’ – it is broad, 
inclusive and has lots of traditions to draw on 
including libertarianism and paternalism. 

Norman draws on thinkers including Hobbes, 
Michael Oakeshott and Edmund Burke to out-

Page 11Issue 114

Norman, J (2010) The Big Society: the Anatomy of the New Politics, 
University of Buckingham Press. 

Reviewed by Ellie Brodie 



mind when reading The Big Society. First, the 
state is treated as a monolithic, homogenous 
entity. Is this a helpful analysis? Would a more 
nuanced approach that unpacked ‘the state’ 
give us a greater understanding of ‘the prob-
lem’ and how it should be tackled? Also, if we 
take the expansion of the state as a given, 
can this be the primary cause of both societal 
and economic breakdown in Britain, as Nor-
man suggests? To my mind this is a little sim-
plistic - what of wider global forces (which are, 
by and large, totally absent from Norman’s 
analysis)? What of long-term structural 
changes in the economy like the decline in 
manufacturing and move to a service econ-
omy? This is leaving aside the question of 
whether Britain really is ‘broken’ after all. 

Norman is clearly an advocate of behavioural 
economics. Having read Nudge by Thaler and 
Sunstein, a major influence on Norman and 
the Conservative Party, I was left unconvinced 
that it will provide the silver bullet to the eco-
nomic and social problems that Norman 
raises. Many would agree with his take on the 
failings of neoliberal economic models. But 
those same people might also question 
whether behavioural economic approaches 
are failsafe. This is largely because behav-
ioural economics, indeed Norman’s analysis 
altogether, does not account for the structural 
and geographical nature of inequality. Without 
a better account of the causes of inequality, it 
is difficult to see how ‘the great giants of pov-
erty, inequality and class division’ which are 
‘the ultimate targets of the Big Society’ (p. 
195) will be tackled.  

The Big Society, and the new conservatism 
are political ideas. Jesse Norman makes a 
clear argument in favour of an increased role 
for civil society institutions, a decreased role 
for the state and a capabilities approach to 
individual motivation and behaviour. Whether 
the vision of every citizen having the opportu-
nity to release their ‘active self’ is borne out in 
practice will be seen over the coming years. 

Ellie Brodie is a researcher at the 
National Council for Voluntary Or-
ganisations (NCVO) on the Path-
ways through Participation pro-
ject. 

The influence of behavioural economics in the 
chapter on ‘Institutions, Competition and En-
trepreneurship’ is evident. Norman argues, as 
one might expect, that sometimes choice and 
competition are positive but, in line with his 
rejection of neoclassical economics, for one-
off financial decisions like purchasing a mort-
gage or a pension plan, choice often results in 
people making decisions that are not in their 
best interest (p. 169). The government can 
therefore have a role in helping to structure 
choices for people. Mutuals and cooperatives 
are discussed, with Norman claiming that they 
are a conservative and a capitalist idea (p. 
172) and that local food co-ops offer potential 
inspiration as forms of entrepreneurship, de-
volved and democratised organisations in ar-
eas as housing, adult and children’s social 
care, health care, agriculture and the arts. 

The final chapters of the book set out the new 
conservatism as a political philosophy, draw-
ing on earlier arguments about ‘its scepticism 
of the power of the state, its respect for institu-
tions, its pluralism and the scope it accords for 
individual to flourish’ (p. 192-183). Norman 
also highlights three ideas that are not without 
tension within the new conservatism: the reli-
gious or Christian strand, concerned with so-
cial justice and morals; the fraternal strand, 
concerned with issues of personal and social 
wellbeing, and the civil strand, grounded in 
constitutionalism and statecraft. The key 
planks of the Big Society as a political pro-
gramme are then set out, including the decen-
tralisation of state power, a celebration of indi-
vidual freedom (e.g. through scrapping the 
DNA database), and an emphasis on sharing 
British culture through (e.g. through a national 
volunteering programme). 

The Big Society is essentially a critique of 
what Norman calls rigor mortis economics and 
the state – these are the ‘problems’. The an-
swers lie in a magnified role for civil society 
organisations and a reduced and decentral-
ised role for the state, along with a new ap-
proach to economics (that blends behavioural, 
institutional and Austrian approaches). This, 
so the argument goes, will release the latent 
potential of individuals and tackle the ‘great 
giants of poverty, inequality, class division and 
lack of political imagination [which] are the ulti-
mate targets of the Big Society’ (p. 195). 

A few questions and issues were raised in my 
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