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Renewing Commitment to the Compact: 

Insights from the Civil Society Futures Inquiry 
 

Introduction 
 

In the mid-1990s, the Deakin review offered a framework that would help to codify and 

improve relations between the State and the Voluntary Sector. The resulting Voluntary 

Sector ‘Compact’ and associated Codes of Guidance offered a series of rules of engagement 

that would help to protect the voluntary sector’s role in civic life and its independence. Since 

then, both government and the voluntary sector have committed considerable resources 

and will to implementing the Compact through raising awareness of its aims, developing 

mechanisms to administer it, providing guidance on how to use it and ensuring it remained 

fit for purpose and adaptable to changes in society.  

 

More recently, OCS have signaled plans to renew commitment to the Compact. As we 

prepare to do this again, what can we learn from the past about partnerships between civil 

society and the State? Is there anything from the Inquiry that could help us to do this? 

 

How do people feel about the relationship between Civil 

Society and the State? 
 

Perhaps more than anything else, the Civil Society Futures Inquiry1 gave us an insight into 

how people feel about the relationship between civil society and the State. Many of those we 

spoke to within civil society felt that the relationship is shaped by inequality. People felt that 

decisions about them are made without them. Politics is seen as something that is done to 

people and places, not by people in places. Asking civil society to engage on equal terms 

with Government can be galling when the issues that make that relationship unequal remain 

an elephant in the room and undiscussed. 

 

In particular, some felt that there is a pecking order within civil society and that only a 

certain few have the ear of Government and that others (often from outside London, or 

representing minority groups in society) feel left out. Others stressed that the actions of 

government – from the operation of the benefits system, through to the funding settlement 

for local authorities, have had, and will have a significant impact upon the capacity of civil 

society to support local people to engage in the democratic process. In recent years, though 

the term ‘partnership’ has been deployed at a rhetorical level between civil society and the 

State, many have felt that, in practice, more could be done to bring this to life and on more 

equal terms.  

 

The Challenge of Renewing Commitment to the Compact 
 

So what role can a renewed Compact play in building a more equitable relationship 

between civil society and Government?  

 

The Compact was as an attempt to structure a relationship between civil society and 

Government. However, two key challenges have emerged in terms of development and 

                                                 
1 https://civilsocietyfutures.org/ 
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execution of the Compact over the last twenty years. Disagreement about the content of the 

Compact and a lack of progress and implementation associated with the mode of delivery. 

 

Content of the Compact 
 

Firstly, though there is a broad agreement about the shared principles contained in the 

Compact, inevitably, there has been disagreement about which specific aspects of the 

relationship between Government and the voluntary sector should be addressed and how. 

Arguably, the refresh of the Compact in 2010 has not resolved this. As we found through the 

Inquiry, many within civil society feel they have not been able to set the terms of the 

relationship with Government. They would like the relationship to be of greater quality, with 

more equanimity and respect for local expertise and knowledge. Ignoring these feelings of 

powerlessness and lack of agency in previous relationships risks derailing future attempts to 

generate buy in for a ‘renewed’ Compact. How can a future Compact engage honestly and 

openly with previous feelings of inequality in the relationship between Government and the 

voluntary sector? How can that engagement lead to learning and shared expectations on 

both sides? 

 

Civil society is also incredibly diverse and varied in the relationship it would like to 

establish with Government. Many diverse interest groups feel they have not been able to 

shape aspects of the relationship with Government that are important to them and will be 

important for wider society as it changes. For example, some have felt that the focus of the 

Compact has focused only on voluntary organisations in their role delivering public services 

(paying less attention to other types of activity like volunteering, campaigning and 

community action). Some have felt that Government has been too instrumentalist in the way 

it conceives the voluntary sector’s contribution to society. How can these views be heard 

through a process of renewing commitment to the Compact? How can this engagement 

process be managed in a way that is accessible, inclusive and engages minority voices?  

 

Delivery mechanisms 
 

Secondly, the implementation of the Compact has been less energetic than might be 

expected. There has been some progress, particularly at a local level in terms of 

consultation and voluntary sector involvement in commissioning processes. However, 

reviews have found little evidence of measurable success attributable to the Compact on 

topics like commitment to longer-term funding and full cost recovery2. As various 

evaluations of the Compact have found34, this comes down partly to resourcing of Compact-

related activities. It comes down to a lack of engagement by Central Government with the 

Compact and a lack of promotion of local compacts. It comes down to missed opportunities 

to establish the credibility of arrangements for evaluating progress, a lack of targets and 

holding people to account for lack of progress. It also comes down to the difficulty of 

translating a long text into tangible, measurable actions. 

 

                                                 
2 Zimmer, M., Rochester, C. and Rushbrooke, B. (2011) Use it or lose it: A summative evaluation of the 

Compact, Birmingham: Commission for the Compact 
3 Carrington, D. (2002) The Compact: The challenge of implementation, London: Active 

Community Unit, Home Office 
4 Craig, G., Taylor, M., Carlton, N., Garbutt, R., Kimberlee, R., Lepine, E. and Syed, 

A. (2005) The paradox of compacts: Monitoring the impact of compacts, Home Office 

Online Report 02/05, London: Home Office 
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Through the Inquiry, we also found that, though procedural protections identified in the 

Compact were in place, in practice, the quality of the relationship between the State and the 

voluntary sector had not always improved and often remained unequal. As an example, a 

commitment by Government to consult and to give early notice of forthcoming consultations, 

or to publish data online had still not resulted in fair access by civil society organisations to 

the decision-making process. Those we spoke to called for greater recognition that 

participation in the policy-making and democratic process may not be open to all – 

education, ethnicity, age, gender, poverty, disability, place and more play a part. A number 

of participants in the Inquiry called for creation of a deeper form of democracy, not 

tinkering at the edges with a consultation or putting more and more information online if it 

excludes some and does not lead to real power.  

 

Ultimately, at times, Government (and indeed civil society) may be able to follow some of 

the Compact undertakings on paper, but still may not be living up to the underlying 

principles and values the Compact aims to uphold. Through the Inquiry we also found that 

English society is changing in ways that makes the need for a more collaborative response 

from Government and Civil Society, based on principles of equality and mutual respect, 

more urgent and pressing. In particular, those participating in the Inquiry told us about the 

impact of austerity and inequality on people’s living conditions and public spaces. They told 

us how society is becoming more diverse. They shared their declining faith in our 

democratic institutions. They told us about how people are demanding more accountability 

from charities and Government and they shared their concern about division and 

segregation within society.  

 

The Inquiry found that a more collaborative, equitable relationship between Government 

and civil society would be one where power dynamics within relationships between 
Government and civil society are discussed more openly and where power is shared. One 

where civil society and Government are both accountable to each other, but are 

accountable first and foremost to the public. One where civil society is supported by 
Government to connect across divides within society. One where civil society can maintain 

the trust of the public by retaining its independence and speaking out when it sees injustice 

and inequality.  

 

Whilst some of this relationship can be achieved through sticking to the ‘undertakings’ 

outlined in the Compact (such as fair funding and structured consultation processes) this is 

unlikely to be enough. The delivery mechanism for the Compact needs to also speak to 

changing attitudes, behaviours and the ‘culture’ of Government-civil society relations. If 

there is a dissonance between the principles and values of the Compact and how 

Government and civil society behaves then this needs to be highlighted and addressed. 

Changes in the quality of that relationship need to be tracked over time and measured in 

ways that can influence culture in the long term. 

 

The need for change 
 

When reporting in 1996, the Deakin review made a sociopolitical case for the importance of 

the voluntary sector, emphasizing that voluntary organisations should be seen as more than 

just contractors and that they are an integral part of wider civil society with their own role 

within the democratic process. It is testament to that work that twenty years later, reporting 

on the Inquiry’s findings, we found that the role of voluntary organisations within the 

democratic process is much more accepted and common place. Yet we also found that the 

relationship between Government and civil society in opening access to the democratic 

process is often stunted and inconsistent. Many of the issues that have prevented growth and 
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maturity in the relationship are behavioural and attitudinal (such as lack of trust, lack of 

recognition of the diversity of the sector, favouritism towards some charities and preferred 

forms of lobbying and communication, lack of honesty about where power lies within the 

relationship). It is often the ‘little things’ that make a difference in any relationship. Showing 

respect, showing kindness, taking the time to contact somebody to explain why a decision 

that did not go their way has been made. But these little things aren’t always valued or seen 

as important when compared to other more pressing challenges (such as limited time, 

resource and responding to political changes). 

 

Whilst the original Compact did provide some slim ground rules for the expected wave of 

voluntary sector commissioning, some of the routes to building a relationship assumed by 

the Compact relevant in the 1990s/2000s (such as voluntary sector commissioning) are not 

the only ways that civil society is engaging with Government and the democratic process in 

contemporary Britain. In many local areas, austerity has devastated relationships between 

the State and civil society and the terms of debate have changed significantly. For example, 

through the Inquiry, we engaged with debates about widening community access to local 

authority assets and debates about the legitimacy of charitable fundraising and philanthropy 

for causes that are seen as ‘statutory’. The Inquiry also found that localization and 

regionalization has developed across the country in different ways and there is great 

diversity in voluntary sector / local government relationships. A renewed Compact will 

need to respond to this complexity and diversity and the changing nature of debate. 

 

And through the Inquiry we also saw signs that wider society is not waiting for established 

voluntary sector organisations and Government to resolve these relationship issues. People 

are taking power through new social movements that are often global in nature. People are 

mobilising more nimbly and bypassing traditional forms of democratic consultation and 

traditional roles of charities in brokering that process. People are demanding accountability 

from those in power and becoming frustrated at the lack of progress. If Government and 

civil society are to maintain their relevance in enabling access to the democratic process, 

they will need to build more productive relationships that engage robustly with these issues 

of inequality and feelings of powerlessness and alienation. They will only be able to achieve 

some of this and respond to the needs of a more connected, younger generation if they work 

together. 

 

Renewing commitment to the Compact 
 

As the Inquiry’s report indicates, we found that some of the answers to these challenges will 

be found within civil society itself. We offered the PACT as a framework to guide and 

challenge civil society to think more about how it behaves and thinks. We think the PACT 

will be helpful in shaping civil society’s response to the ‘undertakings’ for civil society 

outlined in the Compact, focusing more on measurable behaviours, changes in attitude and 

the quality of relationship between Government, civil society organisations and the public. 

Indeed, the PACT could help to deepen what is proposed in those undertakings. For 

example, take the undertaking where civil society organisations are asked to ‘help facilitate 

feedback from users and communities to the Government to help improve delivery of 

programmes and services’ (3.18). The PACT would encourage civil society organisations to 

improve accountability by sharing with those communities what feedback had been used 

and why and what Government had done with the feedback. This could be measured by 

asking those who provided feedback whether they had been told what had happened to 

their input (yes or no), or whether they trusted the charity to stand up and represent their 

interests to Government (yes or no). 
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In addition to work within civil society, there are opportunities to bring the delivery of 

Government undertakings more clearly in line with the overarching values and outcomes 

that shape the Compact. Organizational culture change programmes tend to recognise that 

introducing policies and recommendations for departments and teams is often insufficient. 

Changing policies doesn’t change hearts and minds. There is also a need to engage with 

what makes people tick, what people value in the organisation, the ‘little things’ that affect 

how we think about others and how leadership behavior reinforces dominant behaviours 

and attitudes. If we agree that culture change is what is needed in the relationship between 

Government and civil society, we need to take a similar approach in renewing commitment 

to the Compact. As OCS prepares to respond to this, we have an opportunity to ensure the 

undertakings in the Compact speak more directly to the relationship issues (behaviours, 

attitudes and culture) that have led to patchiness and lack of growth in the State / Civil 

Society partnership to date.  

 

How can we do this? 
 

Given the lack of measurable progress in reform of procedures and processes (such as 

acknowledgment of full cost recovery) and the inequality that exists between Government 

and civil society in some aspects of their relationship, it would of course be inflammatory to 

suggest that the undertakings in the Compact aren’t needed. Of course they are. However, 

the undertakings are not sufficient. Though the principles that underlie them are strong, the 

wording of those undertakings can be, at times, too vague and aspirational to provide a 

level of assurance, to measure progress and to build shared culture. People are still able to 

ignore the Compact. But also people are able to behave badly or counter to the values of the 

Compact, whilst still following the letter of some of its processes. A context of austerity at a 

local level has significantly changed the relationship between civil society and the state in 

the last decade and the terms of debate have drastically altered. In addition, as we have 

described above, the domains of the State / civil society relationship that require particular 

attention appear to have shifted since when the Compact was first produced. For example, 

the expected wave of voluntary sector commissioning predicted in the mid-1990s did 

materialize, but is now quite different to what it once was in a context of austerity and 

different types of state / voluntary sector collaborative activities. 

 

In order to develop a deeper connection between underlying outcomes and values of the 

Compact and the concrete terms of any working relationship, we need to provide space for 

civil society and Government to come together recognizing this new environment. They will 

need to discuss and clarify what those outcomes and values mean to them and where they 

are not typically up-held in the relationship (in ways that speak to feelings, emotions, 

relationship and go beyond adherence with the wording of specific undertakings in the 

Compact). Clearly, we would not be starting this process from scratch and those 

responsible for developing and championing the Compact over the last two decades have 

significant evidence and expertise to inform this process. Similarly, the Inquiry has shone a 

light on the increased impetus to ensure issues of power, accountability, connection and 

trust identified in this paper are addressed by using the Compact as a lever for cultural 

change in the future.  

 

In practical terms, we envisage a 6 month engagement programme with both Government 

and civil society (in all its diversity) to build a set of behavioural prompts that people feel 

characterize an equitable and respectful relationship between civil society and Government 

based on the values and underlying outcomes of the Compact. These will need to be 

measurable (did they happen – yes or no?) and will need to be amenable to easy reporting 

from both Government and civil society. Similarly, we envisage the creation of a set of 
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perception-based indicators that can capture changes in attitude within the relationship 

between Government and civil society. For example, where do people feel the power lies in 

the relationship? How much trust is there in the relationship? How easy is it to disagree with 

each other? 

 

This culture change programme could help identify areas of synergy and disagreement in 

the Government / civil society relationship in a way that is more open, transparent and easy 

to address. Periodically renewing adherence to a set of undertakings in the Compact 

without seeking to influence the behaviours and attitudes that contribute to the quality of 

relationship is unlikely to produce the change that both Government and civil society would 

like to see in the future. There is power on both sides of this relationship and a feeling of 

lack of power on both sides too. In short, we need to get better at discussing and 

understanding our relationship in ways that will help us prepare for the future. The 6 month 

engagement process we have suggested above would need to be facilitated in a way that 

helps people to speak about those feelings and relationship issues in an open, transparent 

and supportive way. 

 

Civil Society Futures team 

For more info please contact Asif Afridi asifa@brap.org.uk 
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