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The Financialization of Community Development: The Role of Social Finance 

Abstract  

Local community organisations, many of which began life as agents of community self defence and 
regeneration during a Post Fordist era of massive job losses in the 1970s and 1980s, are now being 
transposed into low cost deliverers of public services in competition with the private sector. More 
recently, this process increasingly involves injections of ‘social finance’ from external private sources. 
This article offers a brief history of how the voluntary and community sector has been corralled into a 
marketised and financialised role where the primacy of business management replaces community 
need. As in other spheres, there has been a paradigm shift from Keynesian demand management to a 
neoliberal perspective of community and voluntary organisations’ role in society where they gradually 
replace the state – in many cases with their encouragement and willing participation. As third sector 
organisations deliver public services, private investors are rewarded on a payment per output basis. 
Three case studies show how financialisation through external shareholder interests is becoming a 
force in public service delivery. 

Key Words 

Voluntary and Community, managerial, contracts, financialisation, social investment, social impact 
bonds, output payments. 

Introduction  

Despite a wide range of theoretical analyses describing the permeation of neoliberalism during 
a Post Fordist period, there is recently more interest in its profound impact on community and 
voluntary organisations. This article seeks to contribute to this growing body of work through 
historicization of the marketisation of the third sector from the 1980s onwards, mainly through 
illuminating two key points. Firstly, the increased financialisation of third sector delivery mech-
anisms through social investment has its roots in earlier processes. Financialisation shows the 
increasing power of financial capital in contemporary economies and societies, including delivery 
of welfare goals through using a profit motive (Dowling, 2017a, 2017b; Dowling & Harvie, 2014). 
Secondly, many of these processes have been driven by the sector itself - from National Council 
for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) managerialism in the 1980s, to the Deakin Commission Re-
port in 1996, which recommended a Concordat with Government, and enthusiastic support for 
external ‘social investment’ from private sources in the Third Sector Task Force Report in 2009. 
The 2010 Coalition and 2015 and 2017 Conservative Governments built on these (mainly Labour) 
foundations with willing participation by the third sector. After sketching the backdrop and con-
text, the article concludes with three contemporary case studies which show how voluntary and 
community organisations have become more dependent on business led approaches and finan-
cialisation for the delivery of community based public services.  
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Neoliberalization, Marketization and the Increasing Role of Finance in the Third Sector 

Previous contributions on neoliberalisation (Brenner & Theodore, 2002a; Brown, 2015; Harvey, 
2005) provide a background and context for the changing role of the third sector in welfare de-
livery. For the third sector, this article seeks to explore and explain a neoliberalisation process, which 
has not been singular or unidirectional, but rather has entailed a ‘tendential, discontinuous, uneven, 
conflictual and contradictory reconstitution of state-economy relations’. Sometimes incrementally, 
sometimes through more dramatic ruptures, neoliberalisation has reshaped the contours of inherited 
institutional landscapes and rewoven interconnections among them. But across all these contexts, 
neoliberalisation has facilitated marketization and commodification (Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 
2010, p. 184). 

Harvey acknowledges NGOs’ ‘stepping into the vacuum in social provision left by the withdrawal of 
the state from such activities’ and ‘privatization by NGO’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 178).  Brown describes how 
governance ‘signals not only different metrics from those used to measure the charge and legitimacy 
of liberal democratic states, but a specific relationship between power and its constituencies and, in 
the case of politics, a specific relationship between the state, civil society, and markets’ (Brown, 2015, 
pp. 122, 124). NGOs have been part of ‘the transition from radically antistatist neoliberalisms of 
Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s to the more socially moderate neoliberalisms of Blair, Clinton, and 
Schröeder during the 1990s’ and a ‘path-dependent adjustment and reconstitution of neoliberal strat-
egies in response to their own disruptive, dysfunctional sociopolitical effects’ (Brenner & Theodore, 
2002b, p. 359). 

Policy failure is ‘central to the exploratory and experimental modus operandi of neoliberalization pro-
cesses’ since it tends ‘to spur further rounds of reform within broadly neoliberalized political and in-
stitutional parameters.’  As an example, ‘workfare reconstitutes the problem of welfare as one of 
worklessness, but then deepens the crisis of working poverty’ (Brenner et al., 2010, pp. 209, 210). 
These developments have resulted not only in the hollowing out of the state through ‘redesign-
ing governments to cope with scarcity and devising complex solutions to problems which defeat 
the simple-minded nostrums of both free markets and national plans’ but also of third sector 
organisations themselves, as they become increasingly dependent on ‘cobbling together projects 
for which governmental funding or foundation funding’ (Rhodes, 1994, p. 151). This is a ‘process 
of erosion of the core features of small and medium third sector organisations, which have up to 
now tried to work for specialist and local interests’ (Aiken & Harris, 2017, p. 336).  

This article explores Brenner et al’s ‘variegated neoliberalism’ under both left and right governments, 
explaining financialisation and marketisation through recent UK third sector history. It  focuses on the 
policy entrepreneur and policy driver roles of UK national third sector organizations in the 1980s and 
1990s, suggesting that the managerialist, privatizing reforms which they promoted during that period 
paved the way for contemporary financialized processes to take root. 

The Marketisation of the UK Voluntary and Community Sector since the 1960s 

Though other commentators have focused on the UK Department of Trade and Industry’s first defini-
tion of social enterprise in its July 2002 ‘Strategy for Success’ paper, the UK Treasury’s ‘Role of the 
Voluntary and Community Sector in Service Delivery: A Cross Cutting Review’ in September 2002 was 
more far reaching. The Treasury document was effectively a technical guidance manual for third sector 
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organisations on competitive tendering for delivery of public services. Though this Review provided 
the basis for the financialisation of community organisations, its specificity and detailed content, in-
cluding ‘full cost recovery’ and ‘front end loading’ in contracts, was only possible following prior foun-
dations which had been laid since the 1980s.  

During the 1960s to 1980s, any direct role for communities in regeneration initiatives was not easy. 
Though a wide ranging survey of UK 1970s structures described ‘community companies (limited by 
guarantee or by shares), community cooperatives, workers cooperatives, neighbourhood coopera-
tives, and a variety of 'purpose-built' models’ (Gostyn, Hudson, Stares, Ball, & Community Ventures 
Business Unit, 1981, p. 3), 1960s and 1970s central government short term area based regeneration 
initiatives offered little scope for community organisations. Local communities felt marginalised.  

The Wolfenden Committee on the Future of Voluntary Organisations (Wolfenden, 1978), set up by the 
Callaghan Labour Government, was the first major central government review of the role and function 
of voluntary organisations in the UK and surveyed a wider range of community structures than the 
report from Gostyn above. Wolfenden reported that, despite difficulties for community groups, by 
1970 there were 76,000 charities registered with the Charity Commission, which had grown to 123,000 
by 1976. Though their total income in 1975 was £1,000mn, of those registered in 1970 only 3% had 
an annual income of more than £10,000 (House of Lords Parliamentary Report, 1978). 

Replacing public provision with non government activity was a key Thatcher Government policy, which 
continued under John Major from 1990 till 1997. Measures were introduced to facilitate charitable 
giving, to promote ‘quasi-markets’ and ‘encourage contracting-out in fields where voluntary sector 
providers co-exist with other sectors (Salamon & Anheier, 1997, p. 267). In these processes, electoral 
mechanisms for ensuring democratic control are replaced by ‘novel techniques of accountability’, with 
organisations themselves taking on regulatory functions (Rose, 1996, pp. 56, 57). 

But these changes were not simply a top down imposition by central government. Throughout the 
1980s NCVO had already assumed a ‘policy entrepreneur’ role. Kingdon describes ‘policy entrepre-
neurs’, as those who ‘float their ideas as trial balloons, get reactions, revise their proposals in the light 
of reactions, and float them again’(Kingdon, 2011, p. 205). After Wolfenden, in 1981 an NCVO working 
party on ‘Improving Effectiveness in Voluntary Organisations’, chaired by ‘management guru’ Charles 
Handy, advocated the sector’s need to embrace business management practices. NCVO established 
its Management Development Unit (National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 1981) (Rochester, 
2013, p. 49),  which partnered with Brunel University to pioneer a Masters’ degree for the sector and 
provided consultancy services. Handy argued that the traditional notion of a job might be replaced by 
a ‘Shamrock organisation,’ with a ‘a portfolio of activities that everyone manages for themselves’ 
(Handy, 1989). But none of Handy’s ideas for ‘little business ventures’ added up on their own to a full-
time proper job (Handy, 1989). He promoted the notion of a ‘portfolio life’, in which individuals should 
take responsibility for their own earning potential, personal development and general well-being, with 
a portfolio of jobs, employers and types of work (Crainer, 2013). But, in reality, Handy was offering 
the third sector a prescription for ‘flexible specialisation’, thus rendering their operations more adapt-
able and competitive in a new market place. This might also include working outside a grant frame-
work and charging for services (Knight, 1993, p. 48). Writing from his perspective on governmentality, 
Rose describes this type of ‘marketisation’ as ‘an apparent devolution of regulatory powers from 
‘above’ - planning and compulsion - to ‘below’ - the decisions of consumers.’  ‘Budgetary discipline 
transforms the activity of the budget holder, increasing choices at the same time as regulating them 



 

 

 

LESLIE HUCKFIELD, GLASGOW CALEDONIAN UNIVERSITY PAGE 4 

THIRD REVISED DRAFT: COMM DEVELOPMENT JOURNAL  TUESDAY 22 SEPTEMBER 2020 

and providing new ways of ensuring the responsibility and fidelity of agents who remain formally au-
tonomous’ (Rose, 1996, pp. 54, 55).   

Further evidence of this policy shift was found in NCVO’s 1981 ‘Working Together’ paper, which 
adopted market based approaches (Knight, 1993, p. 43). Similar trends were seen in the Efficiency 
Scrutiny of the Funding of the Voluntary Sector 1990 (a Conservative Government review of voluntary 
organisations) and the Charities Act 1992. Both used ‘a carrot and stick approach to turn voluntary 
organisations into a “third force” – delivering state objectives through voluntary means’ (Knight, 1993, 
p. xi).  Knight also recognised that this emerging ‘”third force” of voluntary and community organisa-
tions was already equipped for participation in market based procurement competitions and was ‘re-
peatedly described by senior civil servants and ministers as forming an important partner with state 
and private organisations in regeneration arrangements’ (Knight, 1993, p. 297). 

Rose describes programmes which translate a rationality of government ‘into strategies for the regu-
lation of precise problems and difficulties such as those in the housing market, or in relation to health, 
and to invent the technical forms that promise to give effect to it’ (Rose, 1996, p. 60).  He later writes 
of the 1994 report of the Labour Party’s Commission on Social Justice as counterposing ‘the Beve-
ridgean welfare state, which became active only when its recipients were passive, to an ‘intelligent’ 
welfare state … that is ‘personalized and flexible, designed to promote individual choice and personal 
responsibility’ (Rose, 1999, p. 257). The Commission asserted that many types of social expenditure 
were an investment in society which enhances growth potential by providing services to underpin the 
efficient operation of the market economy  (Commission on Social Justice, 1994, p. 52). The Commis-
sion sought to move Labour onto a new era of thinking about the welfare state, which was no longer 
just about ‘a safety net, but of creating a springboard to independence, self-reliance and personal 
fulfilment. People don’t want handouts; they want a chance to achieve’ (Haddon, 2012, p. 9). 

NCVO, the Deakin Commission and New Labour 

During the 1990s, managerialism and the market began to triumph over community involvement and 
capacity building. Continuing in its policy entrepreneur role, in 1996 NCVO set up a Commission on 
the Future of the Voluntary Sector under Nicholas Deakin (Deakin 1996), funded by Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation. Deakin reported that there were 200,000 to 240,000 voluntary bodies under a ‘narrow 
definition’, with 1.3mn bodies under a ‘wider definition’. Deakin’s key recommendation was a Con-
cordat or recognition agreement between the voluntary and community sector and Government.  

This was soon followed by a draft Compact early in 1998 which emerged after the 1997 Labour Party 
Election Manifesto (Labour Party, 1997b) and subsequent policy paper on the voluntary and commu-
nity sector (Labour Party, 1997a).  ‘The Compact sought to ‘establish 'undertakings' for both govern-
ment and the voluntary and community organisations’ (VCO) sector which will provide the basis for 
real partnership in the formulation and implementation of public policy’ (Ross & Osborne, 1999, p. 
54). Similar to Knight’s “third force”, Fyfe argued that ‘the Compacts provide a mechanism whereby 
the more ‘‘managerially minded’’ parts of the voluntary sector are being encouraged by the state to 
pursue their interests through a framework of ‘‘good practice’’ which emphasises and reinforces an 
economic rationality rather than a traditional volunteering ethos’ (Fyfe, 2005, p. 545).  
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Social Enterprise as Welfare Reform  

Further encouragement for entrepreneurship and market structures was given in reports during the 
1990s from the think tank Demos. As an example, ‘The Other Invisible Hand: Remaking Charity for the 
21st Century’ said that ‘Few believe that the state should have a monopoly over providing public 
goods’. This expansion of ‘public goods’ could be measured in various ways, including the use of more 
external providers (Mulgan & Landry, 1995, pp. 91, 96). A further Demos publication by Leadbeater, 
‘The Rise of the Social Entrepreneur’ – often claimed as a ‘founding document’ for UK social enterprise 
– focused this argument specifically on welfare reform. Leadbeater sought a return ‘to the voluntaris-
tic tradition of welfare innovation’ in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, with ‘an entrepreneurial 
sector of social organisations’ as ‘a vital ingredient in a modern welfare system’(Leadbeater, 1997, p. 
20).   

These developments were viewed as a ‘quasi-market form of regulation’ which ‘opens up the con-
struction and production of policy to participation by organisations from public, private, and third 
sectors, while inviting them to compete for contracts’ (Vaillancourt, LeClerc, & Bouchard, 2013, p. 
137). These shifts were among constitutive elements of the so-called ‘roll-out’ phrase of neoliberalism 
which, echoing Brenner and Theodore’s notion of ‘path-dependent’ adjustments mentioned above, is 
characterised by ‘more socially interventionist and ameliorative forms (of restructuring), in order to 
regulate, discipline and contain ‘those marginalized or dispossessed by the neoliberalisation of the 
1980s’ (Graefe, 2005, p. 3). 

Others were more wary of this whole approach, since without changes in funding or through private 
investment for ‘community owned capital’, the social economy offered few prospects for becoming 
economically independent of the state. Amin and others argued: ‘(t)he constraints of localised eco-
nomic regeneration efforts raise the prospect that what are being created are, in effect, local ‘ghetto 
economies’ in poor areas which can do little more than ensure the short-term recirculation of grant 
funding and the limited disposable income available to local people’(Amin, Cameron, & Hudson, 1999, 
p. 2044). Following this, a route for private investment began to emerge from the Social Investment 
Task Force described below.  

Treasury Cross Cutting Review, 2002 

In November 2001, the Financial Secretary to the Treasury, Paul Boateng was already spelling out in 
detail New Labour’s future policies. The voluntary sector would be involved in delivery of public ser-
vices, with a need to build its capacity (Boateng, 2001, p. 6). As described above, the Treasury’s Cross 
Cutting Review ‘The Role of the Voluntary and Community Sector in Service Delivery’ examined how 
this might be funded (HM Treasury, 2002, p. 5): 

Its overall objective was to explore how central and local government can work 
more effectively with the sector to deliver high quality services, so that where the 
sector wishes to engage in service delivery, it is able to do so effectively.  

The Review represented the mainstreaming of Knight’s 1993 concept of a ‘third force’ and Deakin’s 
1996 Compact into Government thinking.  The Treasury view ‘encapsulates a future for a targeted part 
of the VCO sector as a professionalized and modernized service delivery agent for local public services, 
within a new agenda for the government of selective engagement with these targeted VCOs’ (Osborne 
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& McLaughlin, 2004, p. 580). Much of this represented an abandonment of a mainland European social 
economy based on collective and mutual organisations underpinned by local economic democracy 
and its replacement by third sector organisations contracted by the state through a market to deliver 
public services. All this was a political project for ‘increasing the role of the third sector in service 
provision to assist in public service reform and creation of a competitive market  (Carmel & Harlock, 
2008, p. 161). 

This evolution of third sector providers as delivery agents in a competitive market prepared the way 
for social investment into the voluntary and community sector. Social investment uses ‘repayable fi-
nance models’ to expand the opportunities for service providers to access finance (ie. borrow money), 
either through equity, loans or community shares, and use the social investment model to measure 
their value creation, subsequently generating income by selling goods and services directly or by ob-
taining a government contract (Dowling, 2017b, p. 5). The next section of this article traces the intro-
duction of financialised social policy in the UK before turning to an analysis of a particular instrument 
of social investment, the social impact bond (SIB).  

The Shift to Financialisation: Origins of Social Investment and Social Impact Bonds  

In April 2000, Gordon Brown as Chancellor asked Sir Ronald Cohen, Chair of Apax Partners, a founding 
father of the venture capital industry in the UK and notable philanthropist, to set up the Social Invest-
ment Task Force (SITF). Brown sought a re-assessment of the role of finance and economics in com-
munity development and asked Cohen to examine how to strengthen the social fabric in its most un-
der-invested  and poorest communities (SITF, 2000, p. 2). According to Cohen, venture capital can 
‘harness the most powerful forces of capitalism: entrepreneurship, innovation and capital to tackle 
social issues more effectively’ and ‘connect [social sector organizations] to the capital markets’ (Chia-
pello & Godefroy, 2017, p. 178).  

From Cohen’s series of SITF Reports (SITF, 2000, 2003, 2005, 2010) policies of social investment began 
to emerge, under which outputs and outcomes are given a financial value to provide the basis for 
payment by results and returns to private investors. Cohen’s recommendations were echoed by Gor-
don Brown’s Council on Social Action in 2007, which discussed whether ‘social investors could be per-
suaded to take on implementation risk (the risk that given interventions will genuinely improve social 
outcomes) that has previously been borne by government’ (Robinson et al., 2008, p. 24). This legiti-
mation of philanthropic and private lending and equity social investment in the third sector is further 
amplified in Cohen’s April 2010 Final Report ‘Social Investment: Ten Years On’, which projected 
£14.2bn for social investment (SITF, 2010, p. 16).  

In the meantime, the Third Sector Task Force Report in 2009, led by ACEVO (Voluntary Sector Chief 
Executives) and NCVO, had already called for the expedition of social finance, having pinned their 
funding hopes on a proposed Social Investment Bank, with community organisations‘ becoming sub-
contractors to private sector prime contractors. The Task Force pressed for the Bank to be set up 
quickly, since ‘the scale of the new contracts and the ‘reward’ mechanism for providers will create a 
greater opportunity than ever before for the third sector to support prime contractors in the delivery 
of public services’ (ACEVO, 2009, p. 6).  

Building on these New Labour foundations, 2010 Coalition and 2015 and 2017 Conservative Govern-
ments have encouraged an expansion of private finance in public service delivery by the third sector, 
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using social investment and social impact bonds (SIBs) (see below) – collectively known as ‘social fi-
nance’. The Coalition Government Cabinet Office White Paper, February 2011 ‘Growing the Social In-
vestment Market’ echoed the Cohen’s SITF conclusions (Cabinet Office & HM Government, 2011): 

But the opportunity is large. UK charitable investment and endowment assets 
alone account for nearly £95bn. If just 5% of these assets, 0.5% of institutionally 
managed assets and 5% of retail investments in UK Individual Savings Accounts 
(ISAs) were attracted to Social Investment, that would unlock around £10bn of new 
finance capacity. 

Chiapello places these policies in their neoliberal context, arguing that ‘(o)ne of the most entrenched 
fantasies is the idea that social impact could be reduced to a single indicator that would enable inves-
tors to choose quite simply between a range of proposals. Instead of considering only risks and re-
turns, they could simply add a third metric, social impact.’ The owners of private capital invest in social 
matters in place of the state (Chiapello, 2015, pp. 25, 26).   

It is significant that, despite the recommendations of the 2009 Third Sector Task Force, there was 
initially minimal interest in Cohen’s and the Task Force’s favoured social investment from community 
and third sector organisations. A major 2012 survey of 7,420 Big Lottery grant recipients and ClearlySo 
membership (a social investment intermediary) with 1,255 responses (a 17% response) showed that 
Community Builders – a major Labour Government capacity building programme for social investment 
- had only 200 applications and 37 investees from 4,000 initial enquiries – less than a 1% conversion 
rate (Gregory et al., 2012, p. 9).   

Despite the reluctance of many community organisations to become involved, third sector organisa-
tions like Social Enterprise UK, New Economics Foundation and NESTA, the Lottery funded social in-
novation organisation, continued to promote social investment for health and care delivery by third 
sector organisations and local communities. Under the VCSE (Voluntary, Community and Social Enter-
prise) Health and Wellbeing Fund 2017-2018, the Department of Health offered up to £300,000 for 
social prescribing ‘generally understood to be an intervention through which people are supported to 
access non-medical services in the community’ (Department of Health, 2017). Local communities were 
thus being gradually conditioned to provide more services for themselves, so that third sector ap-
proaches backed by external investment might be favoured. Dowling describes these processes.  So-
cial investment pushes community initiatives in the direction of the market which subsumes them 
under a business model, introduces a competition logic, makes them vulnerable to wealth extraction 
by investors and potentially links them to volatile financial markets. (Dowling, 2017b, p. 6).   

In April 2012, the Coalition Government, following Cohen’s recommendations and pressure from the 
Third Sector Task Force, set up Big Society Capital (BSC) as its social investment wholesale bank, using 
dead people’s bank accounts under Labour’s Dormant Bank Accounts Act 2008, supported by four 
major clearing banks and funds from National Lottery. Successive Annual Reviews from Big Society 
Capital barely conceal its difficulties. In 2019 Big Society Capital signed new investments totalling 
£74mn, compared with £92mn in 2018. For 2019, the biggest share of BSC’s £270mn social impact 
investment portfolio was £46mn (17%) - to other intermediaries (Big Society Capital, 2019, pp. 19, 20). 
The Quadrennial Review from Big Society Trust (which oversees BSC) asks ‘What does maintaining 
success look like for BSC?’ (Big Society Trust, 2020, p. 1). 
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Despite the reluctance of community and voluntary organisations to become involved, further encour-
agement for a business led approach for communities also comes from the Access Foundation with its 
Power to Change programme, set up in 2015 by BSC and the Cabinet Office with a £150mn National 
Lottery endowment. But a recent Power to Change report on community assets shows that poorer 
communities do not fare well, with the 30% most deprived neighbourhoods containing only 18% of 
assets in community ownership (Archer et al., 2019, p. 3).  A further report on Community Hubs also 
shows that that low income communities do not fare well for self sufficiency, since ‘in low-income 
communities, it is often impossible to set prices which will allow business self-sufficiency’ (Trup, Car-
rington, & Wyler, 2019, p. 27).  

The Financialisation of Communities: Social Impact Bonds  

Within the wholesale social investment envelope of by Big Society Capital, social impact bonds (SIBs) 
mean that as public services are delivered, apart from payments to third sector and other deliverers, 
private investors are rewarded on a payment per output basis. For most SIBs, private investors and 
foundations provide advance funding to set up and develop future delivery, usually by non public sec-
tor organisations. As an example, Social Finance, a major social finance intermediary and SIB pro-
moter, provides a summary of its activities with Clinical Commissioning Groups of NHS GPs (CCGs) 
(Social Finance, 2019b, p. 10): 

Many involve outcome-based contracts, and therefore the return on investment is 
dependent on achieving a pre-defined improvement in people’s health and well-
being and/or a reduction in the use of acute or other services. Many of these will 
involve social investment from various lenders and providers rather than delivery 
by mainstream staff.   

It is claimed that there is a financial attraction from SIBs to smaller voluntary and community organi-
sations because they involve longer term contracts. ‘(A) proposed advantage of SIBs is that they offer 
more financial stability to non-profit and voluntary sector organizations delivering these services’ (Fra-
ser, Tan, Lagarde, & Mays, 2016, p. 7). While the author recognises no major shift into SIBs, case stud-
ies below shows that third sector and community organisations are becoming more involved in their 
promotion and delivery. The Commissioning Better Outcomes (CBO) Fund is the £40mn National Lot-
tery Community Fund to support development of SIBs. As an example of community involvement, 
from six in depth reviews in the ‘CBO Fund Evaluation: Second Update Report’, five feature two or 
more voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) deliverers, and one features a single VCSE 
deliverer (Ronicle, Stanworth, & Hickman, 2019, p. 28).  

Dowling locates the introduction of SIBs in a context of the growing financialisation of the welfare 
state. ‘The interventions that are being developed also involve financial literacy and financial inclusion 
in attempts to actively produce ‘investment-ready’ financial subjects ready to participate as debtors 
and creditors in a financialised economy’. She continues ‘While these initiatives may be privately fi-
nanced, they are nonetheless publicly funded. This amounts to nothing more than enabling private 
gain from the public purse – thinly veiled as social progress’ (Dowling, 2017b, pp. 8, 10).Dowling also 
warns against voluntary and community groups’ involvement in social finance ‘The labelling of com-
munity and volunteering activities as social value outcomes or as added value in service delivery con-
tributes to both de-professionalisation (that legitimises lower wages) and the invisibilisation of work 
(which justifies nonremuneration)’ (Dowling, 2017a, p. 301).  
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Three brief case studies below illustrate the processes and trends above and how social finance is 
being used by community-based organizations. Financialisation of parts of the community and volun-
tary sector and the introduction of SIBs to deliver community-based services is indicative of the ‘path-
dependent’ nature of neoliberalization involving the (partial) destruction of extant institutional ar-
rangements and political compromises through market-oriented reform initiatives; and the (tenden-
tial) creation of a new infrastructure for market-oriented economic growth, commodification, and the 
rule of capital (Brenner & Theodore, 2002a, p. 362).  

The context for these developments was an increasingly marketized institutional and policy regime 
laid down by both Labour and Conservative governments – mainly driven by key third sector organi-
zations - over a 40-year period. As case studies about death, loneliness and wellbeing show below, 
social investment enables an increasing ‘financialisation of daily life’ (Martin R, 2002) and a deepening 
of capitalist disciplinary logics into the social fabric (Dowling & Harvie, 2014, p. 870). As Brenner and 
Theodore have argued ‘Among other things, this has entailed various projects for adoption of new 
technologies that, across regulatory spheres like healthcare, unemployment and poverty, displace so-
cial risks away from the state and out to an array of ‘responsibilised’ individuals, associations and 
communities’ (Brenner et al., 2010, p. 199).  

End of Life Care Incubator (Hillingdon) 

Funded by National Lottery, Hillingdon Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG), Hammersmith and Ful-
ham CCG, Hounslow Clinical CCG, Ealing Brent CCG, Harrow CCG, this End of Life Care (EOLC) SIB ‘aims 
to prevent avoidable hospital admissions and help palliative patients to die in a place where they feel 
most comfortable’ (Government Outcomes Lab, 2018). Investors and deliverers receive payments 
based on ‘Improved Care for Individuals at End of Life’ and ‘Number of services users to die in their 
preferred place of death’. Total Maximum Outcome Payments are projected at £1.9mn, but a Freedom 
of Information request has not revealed individual payments for those ‘dying at home’.  

Hillingdon Hospitals’ Trust End of Life Care Strategy 2017-2020 shows that 30% of all hospital inpa-
tients were in their last year of life (Hillingdon Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, 2017, p. 3). By working 
with partners in Hillingdon Health and Care Partnership and End of Life Forum, which includes com-
munity deliverers, this ‘fosters optimum conditions for patients to be managed in their usual place of 
residence’ (Hillingdon Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, 2017, p. 7). Community organisations are in-
volved in the delivery of outcomes and claim funds based on them. 

Social Finance, as a major SIB promoter, works with CCGs across England to provide similar services 
and shows how community based organisations are involved in delivery of their outcomes (Social Fi-
nance, 2019a):  

Currently, 350,000 people with palliative care needs die each year in England, 
equivalent to c.1% of the population 

The EOLC (End of Life Care) Integrator provides development support and upfront 
investment to support the development and delivery of improved community-
based end of life care services. 
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Worcestershire Reconnections SIB 

Supported by the Cabinet Office Social Outcomes Fund and the National Lottery Commissioning Better 
Outcomes Fund, this SIB provides ‘one-to-one tailored support for lonely older people who co-develop 
an action plan to establish ways in which they can reconnect with local support networks (Government 
Outcomes Lab, 2015a). As described in its evaluation, ‘(t)his aims to improve well-being through per-
son-centred techniques and community activities supported by 150 volunteers and co-ordinated by 
Age UK Malvern and Worcestershire’ (Ronicle et al., 2019, p. 22). Delivery partners include Age UK 
Herefordshire and Worcestershire, Onside Advocacy, Simply Limitless, Social Finance, Worcestershire 
Community Trust and other voluntary and community organisations. An initial evaluation showed 
‘(t)he improved health and well-being of beneficiaries is expected to deliver more than £3mn worth 
of savings to the public sector over 15 years’ (Ronicle, 2016, p. 7).  

A further Interim Evaluation states that savings (59%) are through avoidance of unplanned hospital 
admissions, with further savings (16%) from avoidance of GP consultations. Through targeting those 
who are lonely most of the time, avoidable costs increase to £6,000 per person over ten years 
(McDaid, La Park, Fernandez, & Personal Social Services Research Unit (PSSRU), LSE, 2016, p. 30). This 
could lead to maximum savings over 10 years of almost £130mn to society or £117mn to the public 
purse (McDaid et al., 2016, p. 32).  

Services are delivered through voluntary and community organisations above, which may claim 
£460 per lonely person for ‘Reduction in Loneliness (after six months)’ with a further £240 for 
‘Reduction in Loneliness (after 18 months). Total Outcome Payments are projected at £2,020.000 
(Government Outcomes Lab, 2015a).  

Newcastle Ways to Wellness SIB 

In 2014, Newcastle CCG Ways to Wellness SIB for social prescribing was initiated by voluntary and 
community organisations. Voluntary Organisations in the North East (VONNE) – which supports vol-
untary and community organisations in the region - secured £130,000 development funding from 
the Department of Health Social Enterprise Investment Fund (SEIF). ACEVO (Chief Executives of Vol-
untary Organisations) pledged £15,000 in cash and in-kind, with a £150,000 technical assistance from 
Big Lottery (Ways to Wellness, 2015). Half of these service providers had a keen interest in becoming 
involved in social investment and/or SIBs: They either supported the principle of it (encouraging peo-
ple to contribute more to the community), recognised it as a new funding source for VCSEs or liked 
the way they encouraged innovation. One service provider described this project as ‘exciting’ (Ecorys 
Research and Consulting, 2016, p. 12).  

The maximum payment for ‘improved self management of long term condition leading to greater 
sense of wellbeing, reduced social isolation and fewer GP visits’ (Outcome A) is £492.50. The maximum 
payment for ‘reduced cost of secondary healthcare services as a result of improvement in self-man-
agement of long term conditions (LTC)’ (Outcome B) is £332.50 per annum. Total outcome payments 
are projected at £8.2mn (Government Outcomes Lab, 2015b). After voluntary and community leaders 
were prominent in setting up this SIB and share in project delivery, these organisations claim their 
outcome payments.   

http://www.sibgroup.org.uk/past-funds/seif/
https://www.acevo.org.uk/
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Conclusion: The Onward March of Financialisation?  

Since the 1980s, initially encouraged by NCVO, communities have become enveloped in welfare re-
formism and state contractualisation to deliver public services. This process of neoliberalization has 
more recently culminated in some community and voluntary organisations’ becoming promoters and 
deliverers of financialized service-delivery models in the form of SIBs, which are underwritten and 
heavily subsidized by government departments and government directed institutions. Though not all 
SIBs have evolved in the same way, this article has shown how a growing acceptance of SIBs by certain 
third sector organizations contributes to the normalization of financialized relationships and logics at 
community level and solidifies trends towards marketization and privatization that began in the 1980s.   
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