
National Council for Voluntary Organisations

Public Policy

Public Policy In what ways can 
independence
be undermined?

Standing apart,  
working together
A study of the myths and realities  
of voluntary and community  
sector independence

How do 
threats to 
independence
impact on 
VCOs?

Who constrains
our independence?



An independent sector?
Voluntary and community organisations are a key 
component of civil society, operating in the space  
between the state, the market and individuals.2  
This space is dynamic and the boundaries between  
the sectors have always been blurred: they change  
as the activities of each sector expand, contract  
or change, or indeed as the VCS itself promotes  
change by persuading those in other sectors to  
do more, or less or something different. 

All too often definitions of our sector are negative, 
focusing on what we are not: not-for-profit; non-
governmental. The characteristic of independence  
allows us to define ourselves in positive ways.  
A voluntary and community organisation is:

•  created by a group of individuals freely  
coming together;

• to take forward a shared interest or concern;

•  does not make profits for owners or shareholders,  
but invests its resources to help further its mission;  
and has an independent governance structure.

•  At its very simplest, the capacity for independent 
decision making and independent action is  
at the heart of all VCOs. 

There are very many VCOs who have nothing to do  
with government, but are crucial for thriving vibrant local 
communities – for example local history groups or sports 
groups. But independent VCOs are also important as part 
of a healthy democracy – operating as a challenge or 
balance to the interests of government and the market, 
providing a voice and support for individuals and 
communities who might not otherwise be heard,  
and providing services. 

Independence is a key characteristic  
of the voluntary and community sector 
(VCS). But there have been concerns that 
the sector’s independence is under threat 
because of the relationship that some 
voluntary and community organisations 
(VCOs) have with government. 

This report, first published in 2004, explores the  
issues around voluntary and community sector (VCS) 
independence. It looks at what we mean when we  
talk about independence, who and what can constrain 
independent action, the implications of these relationships 
and constraints, and makes suggestions for future action.1

‘ The sector needs to 
become better at valuing 
itself, at articulating and 
asserting its own 
independence’



What should we be doing?
The independence of the sector needs to be understood 
and valued not just by our many and varied stakeholders 
but by VCOs themselves. At the heart of the issue of 
independence is the need for VCOs to ensure and assert 
their independence. We need to make good use of the 
tools we have that enable us to this. 

VCOs should ensure that all of their trustees are 
independent and act at all times in the best interests  
of the organisation. Trustee boards need to take clear 
responsibility for:

•  Determining the role for their organisation;

•  Being clear about objectives, actions to  
support and promote those objectives and 
preventing mission drift; 

•  Rejecting proposals for funding and partnership 
where they run counter to the organisation’s 
objectives or direct it away from agreed core 
priorities and values; and ensuring that the 
organisation is transparent and accountable.

Funding is a key issue. Wherever possible VCOs should 
diversify income sources so as not to be dependent on a 
single funder. VCOs also need to improve their skills in 
contract negotiation, and be willing to walk away from  
an inappropriate or poorly funded contract.

VCOs also need to improve their skills and confidence 
when working in partnership – this may require new  
and different ways of working, with different forms of 
accountability and ways of influencing a public agenda  
to achieve desired outcomes. We should not allow others 
to interpret our willingness to work in partnership as  
a lack of independence.

The relationship with government will always be 
important. Being too close to government is not good  
for the sector; but neither is being oppositional for the 
sake of it. The Compact and its codes exist to frame  
the relationship between VCOs and government.  
This includes an explicit reference to respecting the 
sector’s independence. VCOs should make use of the 
Compact to hold statutory partners to account.

‘ Funding is a key issue.  
Wherever possible VCOs  
should diversify income  
sources so as not to be  
dependent on a  
single funder’

Standing apart, working together:  
A study of the myths and realities of voluntary 
and community sector independence was 
written by Ann Blackmore. Full copies of the 
report can be downloaded from  
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/independence



Incorporatism 
Isomorphism 
Incapacity

In what ways can independence  
be undermined?
Engagement with other sectors can impact on  
the independence of VCOs in a variety of ways.  
These have been identified as3:

  Incorporatism  
– the risk that some VCOs, or parts of  
the sector become an arm of the state. 

  Isomorphism  
– VCOs lose their distinctive approaches and values  
because they start to mirror the characteristics of those  
with whom they work – government or business. 

  Incapacity  
– the fear that government funding, and its associated 
controls, will effectively prevent VCOs from acting 
independently – not being able to decide the most  
effective way to provide a service and losing the ability  
to challenge and criticise. 

Independent does not mean separate or isolated.  
For most VCOs the real issue is learning to manage their 
relationships effectively: it is about interdependence.  
This includes understanding and managing the real power 
imbalance that can exist. But it also means being honest 
about relationships: being independent does not mean 
that VCOs should not be accountable.

Who constrains our independence?
VCOs have relationships with a wide range of stakeholders, 
all of which can impact on the abilities of organisations to 
act independently. VCOs need to take account of the 
concerns and priorities of:

•  Government, as a funder, a regulator and  
as a policy and political decision maker

•  Funders, including trusts, foundations,  
philanthropists and individual donors

• Beneficiaries, including users and/or members

• The wider public, and therefore the media

• Staff, trustees and volunteers

• Businesses

• Other voluntary and community organisations.

All too often, the debate about voluntary and community 
sector independence is framed in terms of the sector’s 
relationship with government. VCOs tend to be far less 
cautious about other stakeholders, even though they are 
just as likely to be motivated by self interest and are often 
as, or even more, keen to control activities.

‘ All too often, the debate  
about voluntary and community 
sector independence is framed in 
terms of the sector’s relationship 
with government’



How do threats to independence  
impact on VCOs?
The most commonly expressed concern is that a powerful 
funder can prevent legitimate campaigning, lobbying and 
advocacy either directly or implicitly. Government has said 
that VCOs should when necessary bite the hands that feed 
them. But not all parts of government seem keen to be 
criticised. There is little evidence of explicit action to 
prevent campaigning. But it does appear that some VCOs 
lack the confidence to test government commitments, 
particularly at the local level and effectively self censor. 

In addition, some VCOs working in partnership may 
choose insider rather than outsider campaigns strategies, 
trading their willingness to publicly criticise in order to 
increase actual influence and engagement. Often this  
is a sensible way forward. But it may mean that their 
independence appears compromised, which can impact 
on public trust and confidence; and it can undermine 
shared learning and relationships within the sector.  

VCOs may find it increasingly hard to focus on their own 
mission when funders increasingly specify the activities on 
which funding should be spent, and how those activities 
should be delivered; or if projects are only part funded,  
or underfunded, causing the VCO has to divert funding 
away from other priorities. Partnership working can also 
result in a heavy focus on a limited part of the mission,  
at the expense of other parts.

Many are concerned that the sustainability of some  
VCOs is threatened by too great a reliance on government 
contracts. But the real issue is not what percentage of  
an organisation’s income comes from government, but 
whether it is dependent on a single grant or contract 
(regardless of whether that is government, a trust or a 
major donor). Dependence on a single source of funding 
can create problems which need to be carefully managed. 

Many funders seek to increase control through the 
contract, with ever greater demands for audit, monitoring 
and evaluation. VCOs should of course be accountable. 
But accountability mechanisms should add value.  
They should focus on outcomes, not specifying in detail 
processes. And they should not privilege funders over 
users: the purpose of monitoring and evaluation should  
be to understand and improve performance.

The sector has become increasingly professional in the 
ways it operates. Efficiency and performance improvement 
is important. But this needs to be balanced with a focus  
on values, flexibility and responsiveness. We need to be 
competent, but the tools and methods that work for 
business or government are not always appropriate for  
the sector: we need to develop our own models.

Public trust and confidence in the sector is higher than  
for many parts of society. But in common with other 
institutions, there is evidence that levels of trust have  
fallen in recent years. It is important that both individual 
organisations and the sector as a whole continue to 
operate independently, and are widely perceived as 
independent of both the state and the market. 
Independence is the bedrock for public support –  
which provides VCOs with legitimacy, volunteers and 
funding. It is also important to give users confidence  
in the services, support and advocacy they receive. 

1   Some of the issues raised in the original report need revisiting or expanding 
and we will be taking forward thinking over the coming year. But the key 
findings remain relevant and are worth restating. We have republished the 
report in full (with slight updates). 

2  The civil society triangle, described by Nicholas Deakin in Meeting the  
challenge of change: voluntary action into the 21st century, NCVO 1996

3   Incorporatism and isomorphism were identified by Stephen P Osborne  
and Kathleen Ross, in Regeneration: the role and impact of local 
development agencies, in Voluntary Organisations and Social Policy,  
edited by Margaret Harris and Colin Rochester, 2001. Incapacitating 
independence was added by Kate McClaughlan in a presentation to  
the Voluntary Sector Studies Network, 5th November 2003.

 ‘ Absolute independence is a  
myth: the real issue is how to  
manage interdependence’
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