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Seven out of ten 
British teenagers are 
very satisfi ed with 
their lives
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Satisfaction is much 
higher for teenagers 
living with both 
natural parents
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The quality 
of sibling 
relationships
is key to 
children’s sense 
of well-being
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On the move

Life-course 
events such 
as having a 
baby, losing a 
job or splitting 
up are often 
associated with 
moving house
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Do Britons move for subjective or objective reasons?
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THE COALITION GOVERNMENT is a strong 
advocate of the Big Society in which 
communities devise their own solutions to 
social problems. But this raises questions 
about the capacities of voluntary organisations 
to step up to the plate, and whether there is a 
willingness among the population to become 
more involved in volunteering. Research by 
the ESRC-funded Third Sector Research Centre 
(TSRC) gives insight into both these questions. 

Firstly, rates of volunteering have been 
very stable for many years. Between 26-29 
per cent of the population provide unpaid help 
to organisations on at least a monthly basis 
with 40-45 per cent of the population doing so 
less frequently but at least once a year. Similar 
fi ndings are evident from the British Household 
Panel Survey, the advantage of which is that 
it is tracking the same individuals over time: 
it records a consistent fi gure of around 20 
per cent, which is lower than other surveys, 
because the question is a very general one 
about volunteering.

Much of the work is done by a small 
subset of the population. The TSRC looked 
at the idea of a ‘civic core’ – that section of 
the population that carries out the majority 
of volunteering, charitable giving and civic 
participation. The Citizenship Survey provides 
data on the amount of money given to 
charity, the hours of unpaid help given to 
organisations, and the numbers of civic 
associations of which individuals are members. 
People were defi ned as a member of the core 
if they provided at least two thirds of hours or 
money donated to these activities.

Some 7.5 per cent of the 
population provide half of voluntary 
effort and 41 per cent of charitable 
giving; 30 per cent of the population 
account for 87 per cent of unpaid 
help, 79 per cent of charitable giving, 
and 72 per cent of civic engagement; 
and one per cent of the population 
are in the ‘core’ on all three groups, 
providing between eight and ten per 
cent of total effort.

Women, those with higher 
education qualifi cations and the middle-aged 
and young retirees are much more likely than 
their counterparts in other social groups to be 
members of the core. Nearly 60 per cent of 
females with higher education qualifi cations 
and aged 50-64 were regarded as members 
of the ‘core’ on these fi gures. This is a highly 
engaged group, but only accounts for around 
fi ve per cent of the population of working age.

Crucially, these groups tend to be 
overrepresented in the most prosperous parts 
of the country. 
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The Big Society in practice

What about the capacities of voluntary 
organisations? The regional and local distribution 
of registered charities and other third sector 
organisations shows a complex mosaic. This is 
sometimes characterised in terms of a contrast 
between ‘charity deserts’ in some parts of 
the country, principally the former industrial 
regions of the North of England, and ‘hotspots’ 
in prosperous rural areas of the south-east. 

The fact that there are few 
charities registered in an area 
does not mean that there is not 
a substantial charitable presence 
there: numerous large national 
charities operate branch structures 
or run projects in various parts of 
the country that are not picked up 
in a mapping of charity offi ces. 

Of course, third-sector 
organisations do not all rely solely 
on charitable resources to fund 

their activities: many are reliant on grants and 
contracts from the public sector. Analysis by 
TSRC of the 2008 National Survey of Third Sector 
Organisations shows that income from grants 
and contracts (which by and large means the 
public sector) was the most important source 
of income for over one quarter of organisations 
dealing with important social challenges such 
as addiction, homelessness, offenders and 
ex-offenders, victims of crime, and people 
with learning diffi culties; for those dealing with 
people with mental health needs and with a 

broad category of socially excluded/vulnerable 
people the proportion was one third or more. 

At a time of substantial reductions in 
public expenditure, careful thought will be 
necessary to avoid cuts to the budgets of 
organisations working with marginalised 
groups, since these are not generally 
organisations that attract traditional sources 
of charitable funding in large volumes, unlike 
some other charitable causes.

There are, therefore, challenges ahead. 
It is not clear whether it will be possible to 
achieve substantial change in the numbers of 
volunteers or in their social and geographical 
distribution. Paradoxically, it is likely to require 
investment in the infrastructure needed to 
recruit and retain volunteers, as well as in 
supporting organisations which provide vital 
services yet which are more reliant on the 
public sector than traditional philanthropic 
sources of income. Without this, the capacities 
and resources available to communities 
through voluntary effort will vary considerably 
and this is likely to mean that it is the most 
prosperous communities that benefi t most 
from the Big Society. �

www.tsrc.ac.uk

Do voluntary organisations have the capacity to help build the Big Society?

It is not clear 
whether it will 
be possible 
to achieve 
substantial 
change in the 
numbers of 
volunteers

John Mohan 
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People give 
more where a 
powerful image 
of need is 
projected, or 
a clear idea of 
the difference 
their gift will 
make

�����	
��	
�	
�����
����	��
	��������
���������	����
	��
����	���
��

�������
	�������
��� ����	���
�

Generous people and 
the altruism gene

Even during the global recession 
the Haiti earthquake appeal 
raised £94 million
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Many 
sociologists, 
psychologists 
and 
educationalists 
would 
challenge the 
claim that 
Britain is 
irreligious
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Faith-based schools 
in a secular culture

Problem drinkers have diffi culty focusing on 
goals that would provide an alternative pastime

environment, and they then drink too much. 
They also have problems with motivation; they 
have diffi culty focusing on goals that would 
provide them with a healthy alternative.

ESRC-funded researchers at Bangor 
University, looking to tackle excessive drinking 
in society, developed computerised training 
called the Alcohol Attention Control Training 
Programme (AACTP). Alongside this, they 
developed a counselling procedure called the 
Life Enhancement and Advancement Programme 
(LEAP), whose main goal is to help excessive 
drinkers understand how they use alcohol 
to regulate their mood. The aim was to help 
drinkers achieve their goals and lead a more 
satisfying life. 

Four groups of excessive drinkers 
participated in the research. One group received 
only AACTP. A second group received LEAP. The 

Battle of 
the bottle

TACKLING PROBLEM DRINKING is an 
imperative, but what are the best methods?

Researchers say excessive alcohol 
consumption is often driven by problem 
drinkers having an ‘automatic attention’ 
to alcohol; they unwittingly pay attention 
to alcohol-related information in their 
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Turning a blind eye
WHAT WOULD HAPPEN if a crowd of 
innocent bystanders saw a drunken youth 
picking on an elderly man?

Jack Straw, the former Labour home 
secretary, described Britain in 1999 as a 
‘walk-on-by’ society. He lamented the 
failure of people to recognise their 
responsibility to intervene in emergencies. 
Both Prime Minister David Cameron and the 
current Home Secretary Dominic 
Grieve have made speeches on 
the rise of the ‘walk-on-by’ society, 
and the willingness of others to 
intervene lies at the heart of the 
Big Society.

In speaking out, politicians 
are tapping into an anxiety that 
has a long history. The rise of 
the modern city in the late 
19th century, and the resultant society of 
strangers, led to worries about the breakdown 
of bonds of responsibility between citizens. 
There is much psychological research that 
seems to show that the presence of others
– particularly strangers – can make people 
less likely to help. This phenomenon is 
known as the bystander effect – the 
idea that the presence of others in an 
emergency can lead to diffusion of 
responsibility or audience inhibition.

Recent ESRC-funded work by Dr Mark 
Levine of Lancaster University has begun to 
challenge some of the assumptions of the 
bystander effect. Rather than seeing 
the presence of others as the problem, it 
has tried to explore the conditions under 
which the power of the group can promote 
intervention, by looking at violent incidents 
captured on CCTV from around Britain.

The research examines one of the 
key concerns facing contemporary Britain 
– anxiety about the rise of violence and 
anti-social behaviour at night. Politicians and 
the public complain that excessive alcohol 
consumption and the presence of young 
people has led to an epidemic of violent 
public behaviour. So researchers conducted 
a systematic behavioural analysis of 42 

aggressive incidents captured on 
CCTV, some of which ended in 
violence, some of which did not. 
Analysis revealed that, contrary 
to popular belief, third parties 
were very likely to intervene 
in aggressive incidents. More 
important, they were far more 
likely to intervene to calm or 
control violence than they were 

to escalate it. This increased as the group 
size of the bystanders increased. Moreover, 
attempts to stop violence from breaking out 
were most likely to be successful when a 
number of bystanders acted together 
– rather than when one bystander attempted 
to defuse the situation on their own.

Such fi ndings turn the conventional 
wisdom about the problems of anti-social 
behaviour and violence on its head. Violence 
tends to happen when groups of bystanders 
fail to control violent perpetrators, rather than 
as the result of an unwillingness to intervene. 
To create practical intervention strategies 
to stop violence, more needs to be learnt 
about how groups try to control anti-social 
behaviour, and what makes them successful, 
rather than why people fail to intervene. �

www.psych.lancs.ac.uk
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The government has called on citizens to intervene if they see trouble on the streets

Many parents send their children to 
faith-based schools for academic reasons

Violence tends 
to happen 
when groups 
of bystanders 
fail to control 
violent 
perpetrators
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www.religionandsociety.org.uk

third group received both AACTP and LEAP 
and the fourth was a control group, receiving 
neither. Results were recorded immediately 
after the training, and again three and six 
months later. Overall the research showed 
that weekly alcohol consumption signifi cantly 
decreased, alcohol-related problems 
signifi cantly decreased, dependence on alcohol 
signifi cantly decreased, confi dence to resist 
drinking in high-risk situations signifi cantly 
increased, and motivation to reduce drinking 
signifi cantly increased over the period. 

The effects of AACTP tended to occur 
more quickly than LEAP, but the effects of 
LEAP tended to last longer. There were few 
added benefi ts when AACTP and LEAP were 
given together. ■

www.bangor.ac.uk
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Many experts believe that the drug problem 
should be handled by the health system 
rather than by criminalisation
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Alcohol, crack, 
heroin and 
tobacco do the 
most damage 
to society as 
a whole
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What is social enterprise?

THE ROLE OF social enterprise in delivering 
public services is gaining increasing attention, 
but what is meant by social enterprise 
– an enterprising voluntary sector or a 
socially aware business sector? 

One-in-ten voluntary and non-
profi t organisations see themselves 
as social enterprises, and one-in-20 
small businesses. These range from 
large not-for-profi t organisations 
such as the Eden Project in Cornwall 
to local community organisations 
such as nurseries. 

Social enterprises are defi ned 
as organisations that have social 
aims and trade at their heart. 
Surveys often have to identify 
social enterprises, and include 
those earning more than 50 per cent of their 
income from trading, and with more than 50 
per cent of any surplus put into social causes 
or their organisation. A wide range of policy 
documents state that there are at least 62,000 
social enterprises. 

Analysis by the ESRC-funded Third Sector 
Research Centre shows that 89 per cent 

of the stated social enterprises are private 
sector organisations rather than Third Sector 
organisations. Its research on Third
Sector organisations suggests that there 
are at least 16,000 social enterprises in 

not-for-profi t legal forms and 
224,000 private social businesses 
(or 62,000 private social 
businesses when excluding self-
employed people). 

However, calculating the 
scale of social enterprises is not 
without its tensions. First, there 
are challenges in defi ning a social 
aim. Second, surveys have in 
the past relied on organisations 
self reporting whether they meet 
the criteria. Third, there are many 

organisations that may be under the 50 per 
cent trading income threshold but still consider 
social enterprises as part of their work. 

By understanding the scale of the sector, 
TSRC offers policymakers a stronger evidence 
base on which to make decisions. �

www.tsrc.ac.uk

What is meant 
by social 
enterprise –
an enterprising 
voluntary 
sector or a 
socially aware 
business 
sector?
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Cornwall’s Eden Project is classed
as a social enterprise

David Nutt believes it makes no sense for 
drugs less dangerous than alcohol to be illegal
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Three quarters of South Wales’ 7,000 
grass fi res are started deliberately
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Social marketing 
puts fi res out

Fire-setters 
were 
predominantly 
young men 
motivated by 
thrill-seeking, 
attention-
seeking and 
peer pressure
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IT IS ONE of the most profound transformations 
that human society has ever witnessed; life 
expectancy over the last century rose by two 
years in each decade, or one week in every 
fi ve. Almost unnoticed in Britain, the symbolic 
crossover between the numbers of people 
over the state pension ages of 60 and 65 and 
those under 16 happened in 2007. This was 
the inevitable consequence of the twin drivers 
of population ageing: increased longevity and 
declining fertility. Like the rise in life expectancy 
the decline in fertility is a long-term one which 
started in the 18th century. 

Today the most remarkable aspect of this 
momentous socio-demographic shift is the 
rapid rise in the numbers of very elderly people. 
The numbers of people aged 85 and over have 
doubled in the past 25 years, to 1.4 million, and 
will increase more than twofold in the next 
25. The fastest expanding of any age group is 
centenarians: there were barely 100 a century ago 
and there are 10,000 now. 

So what does population ageing mean for 
society? It is common to see in the press highly 
simplistic projections of future public spending on 
long-term care for mainly frail older people. But 
these fi gures merely extrapolate current needs to 
a larger future population instead of asking what 
would be the impact of a strategy to improve 
health and well-being before people reach late 
old age? The evidence on this front is that there 
is substantial scope for such action. In particular 
it would go with the grain of the increases in 
healthy life expectancy, or disability-free life 
expectancy, that parallel the extension of life. 

Unfortunately, however, the pace of the rise 
in disability-free life expectancy is not 
keeping up with that of life expectancy 
itself, unlike some other countries, and 
urgent action is needed to rectify this 
anomaly. If the prevention of ill-health 
and disability in later life is not made a 
national priority there is a risk that the 
opportunity of a healthy old age will be 
denied to increasing numbers and that 
the gap in life expectancy between rich 
and poor will grow. 

At present those who live in the poorest 
areas in England die seven years earlier than 
people in the richest ones and the average 
difference in disability-free life expectancy 
is 17 years. These are not genetically caused 
differences but primarily socio-economic ones 
which can be addressed by policy interventions. 
Population ageing also means workforce ageing: 
employers have fewer younger people to choose 
from and more older ones. Thus, in the absence 
of mass immigration, future productivity will 
depend on how well employers can sustain and 
use the skills of an ageing workforce. 
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Living longer still seen as a problem

Despite campaigns to change attitudes towards 
older workers, over many years, the evidence is still 
of widespread age discrimination. Such ageism is 
paradoxical in the context of an ageing workforce 
and will need to be eliminated if longer working 
lives are to be realised as well as for reasons of 
fairness. There is no doubt that the workforce of 
the future will be an older one, but the challenge 
of adjusting to this change has yet to be faced. 

Ageing is having a big impact on the welfare 
state and will to do so for the foreseeable future. 
An overarching question concerns funding: will the 
social contract between the generations survive 

population ageing? There has been 
a lot of heat generated around this 
question recently but very little light. 

Two things are clear. First, the 
extent of solidarity between young 
and old remains strong despite 
attempts to undermine it: a big 
majority favour increased spending 
on pensions and social care. 
Second, a new approach is required 

to support and sustain this solidarity. It should 
become an explicit policy priority and generational 
impact assessments carried out to ensure that the 
future welfare state continues the past trend of 
generational equity. 

Population ageing is having a major impact 
on the family and will continue to do so, with 
fewer adult children providing support to their 
frail parents, sometimes over long distances. 
Although the trend has been towards single
-person households, after the recession we 
may see a rise in multi-generation occupancy 
as younger people fi nd it harder to access the 
housing market. 

In terms of consumer goods, an ageing 
population should open up vast new markets 
for products specifi cally geared to the needs of 
this age group. There is huge potential here
 for products that support independence 
– smart housing and walking aids for example 
– and that create wealth and employment. 

Biotechnology is advancing rapidly and 
more anti-ageing interventions are becoming 
available year-on-year. Again there is major social 
and market potential but also ethical questions 
concerning who gets access to them. Too often 
the ageing of the population is regarded as a 
problem rather than a triumph of economic 
and social progress. The evidence base that 
research is producing – notably through the 
New Dynamics of Ageing Programme funded 
by fi ve Research Councils, including the ESRC 
– will enable us to adjust successfully to this 
quiet revolution providing, that is, it is taken up 
and applied. What ageing means for society will 
depend on the responsiveness of policy, practice 
and product development. �

www.newdynamics.group.shef.ac.uk

The rising age of the British population is having a big impact on the welfare state

The numbers 
of people aged 
85 and over 
have doubled 
in the past 
25 years, to 
1.4 million
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