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Background


Introduction
This report forms the background and main input to the forthcoming workshop series for the Victorian Community Sector Sustainability Project. It is intended as one contribution to an organically evolving picture of the Victorian Community Sector’s sustainability situation. It presents a range of views relevant to the Sector’s state of sustainability, elicited through particular processes and methodologies, by people bringing particular capacities and predispositions to the endeavour. It might best be read as a work in progress that will necessarily develop with greater engagement and consideration.

The Situation Analysis represents an early step in a larger process. Our intention is that the report be read in the context of the ongoing project, rather than as a stand alone document. The reader is also asked to bear in mind that the subject matter for the report is large and complex: this pilot-scale project is the opening act rather than the main performance. While it is intended and hoped that the current project provides significant insight and value, the Sector sustainability initiative will require ongoing energy, attention and leadership.

In the interest of keeping the report digestible and useful for people who may have limited time to engage with its content, it has been kept relatively brief. Even so, the document does contain some redundancy and overlap, owing to the fact that each of the sections effectively constitutes a different way of looking at the data. As a result, some of the perspectives, ideas and themes are mentioned or discussed in more than one section.
Report Overview

The Situation Analysis report presents perspectives relating to:

· The social context within which the Community Sector operates.

· The nature of Community Sector sustainability: What are the dimensions of sustainability that need to be considered? What does sustainability entail?

· The present state of Sector sustainability.

· The value that the Sector provides to its various stakeholder groups and those with an interest in it.

· The established and emerging trends and themes that have potential to impact on Sector sustainability.

The perspectives were drawn from the data sources described in the Research Methodology section below.

The five sections of the report described above are followed by a brief outline of some frameworks for making sense of the data that we think may enable a deeper understanding of the Sector’s situation. The frameworks presented here are not in any way exhaustive. Rather, they are samples of the great diversity of alternative approaches to generating new and deeper shared understanding of the Sector’s current situation.

In the process gathering perspectives relating to the Sector’s sustainability situation, many of the individuals who were interviewed presented what we have described as provocations to the Sector. These provocations are presented as the last section of the report, and are intended as the primary input for the first workshop. They are a mix of statements and questions that turn around commonly held perceptions about the Sector’s situation in order to challenge the assumptions that underpin these. In addition to the provocations posed directly by interviewees, we have added others that became evident as we looked over the assembled literature excerpts and interview notes, and listened to the story that the data seemed to be telling. 

Central to each of the provocations is an attempt on our part to find a way of approaching the Sector’s sustainability challenges in such a way that responsibility for these might be grasped from within the Sector, rather than ceded to external actors. This reflects our understanding as foresight practitioners that fostering a deeper sense of agency in relation to the Sector’s preferred futures lies at the heart of any project of this nature.

In considering these provocations, we ask that you treat them as challenges to existing mental models and modes of thinking, rather than as criticisms. We hope that these will be accepted as stimuli to provoke critical reflection that might enhance current understanding of the Sector’s situation. Nonetheless, we also hope that the provocations will be treated seriously. From our position as researchers trying to capture the “ten thousand metre view”, it seems that the roots of many pressing sustainability challenges might be found here. The first workshop, on Tuesday 27 February 2007, is intended to explore these provocations more deeply, in order to understand better why the Sector’s sustainability situation is as it is. There will be ample opportunity in this workshop to challenge the provocations offered here, and to propose alternative ones.

For readers with limited time, we would encourage you to first read the section titled ‘What are the Dimensions of Sector Sustainability?’ and then proceed directly to the provocations section, as this contains the material that should be considered as essential background for effective workshop participation.

Research Methodology

The Situation Analysis draws on two data sources: 1) a brief literature review and 2) interviews with representatives of Community Sector Organisations (CSOs) and others with an interest in the Community Sector (CS). The literature review focused primarily on the Sector Sustainability Task Group paper by Jo Barraket (2006b) titled “Community sector sustainability: research evidence and public policy implications”, and references drawn from the bibliography to this paper. Papers available from the ACOSS website also provided significant input. Various other sources were also consulted in considering the wider social context within which the Sector operates.

The interview process involved conversations of approximately one hour’s duration, typically with one interviewee but sometimes with two. The interviewer also acted as note-taker. The interviews explored the following questions:

1. What does “sustainability of the Victorian community services sector” mean?

2. What is the present state of sustainability?

3. How is the Sector’s value presently defined?

All interviews were conducted off-the-record, meaning that there would be no attribution of views to specific individuals and no individuals would be named as interviewees. Interviewees’ organisations have not been named. This was intended to protect the confidentiality of any sensitive or controversial opinions and information. Many of the interviewees expressed the view that this was unnecessary in their particular case, and that they would be happy for views to be attributed to them. Nonetheless, to ensure a consistent approach, and for reasons of risk mitigation, the policy of non-attribution has been maintained throughout the process.

Invitations to participate in interviews were sent to participants in the December 2006 Foresight Readiness Workshop, and to a number of VCOSS networks. In some cases, the invitation was then forwarded to other networks. In total, 24 people responded to the invitation, and a total of 22 interviews were conducted, either in person or by telephone. The interviewees represented organisations spanning a significant proportion of the Community Sector’s diverse service range, and a wide range of sizes, from organisations with less than 10 employees and budgets of a few hundred thousand dollars per annum, to close to 1000 employees and budgets of many tens of millions of dollars. Most interviewees were the senior executives of their organisations, or held senior policy/research/strategy positions.

The interviews had a second, although not “secondary” purpose, that might be described as less tangible than the data gathering purpose. This second purpose was to deepen, to the limited degree possible, the relationships between the researcher/project coordinator/foresight practitioner and some of the people who constitute so much of the Sector’s incredibly valuable human capital and heart. This was an opportunity for people to tell their stories, and in the process, to hopefully learn something new about what is most significant to them in relation to the Sector’s value, and how that might be sustained through time.
Victorian Community Sector Situation Analysis


Dimensions of the Social Context for Sector Sustainability

Insights from Redreaming Australia

As background to the Victorian Community Sector’s specific situation, it will be valuable to give some consideration to the wider social context with which the Sector is enmeshed. In this regard, the March-April 2007 special issue of Futures: The journal of policy, planning and futures studies, titled ‘Redreaming Australia’, presents a timely set of perspectives on Australia’s present social landscape and prospects for its future unfolding. Three of the authors, Tony Stevenson, Sue Kenny and Joseph Camilleri, provide views of particular relevance. Key issues, themes and trends discussed in their respective articles are outlined here in point form to create a sketch of the environment within which the Sector’s long-term sustainability may need to be considered. 

 Stevenson (2007):‘Rethinking Oz: More than policy, the underlying mindset’ 

· Either-or thinking is widespread in Australia: individual unity or social cohesion?

· Aspirational values; materialism; competition based on zero sum win-lose thinking.

· Corporatisation – emphasis on efficiency, based on quantifiable (measurable) values. [Note that this is generally based on an assumed context for “what is a good outcome.” e.g. compare the goals of “maximising profits to shareholders” with “maximising number of people provided with specified services within a given budget”.]

· There is a significant emphasis on personal safety and security. Individualism is the order of the day. [Perhaps a key metaphor here is “survival of the fittest”.]

· A political environment prevails in which dissuasion of dissent and ostracism of critics is the order of the day.

· Demand for certainty tends to pervade decision making processes.

· On the other hand, Stevenson also sees an alternative mindset emerging, characterised by collaboration with positive-sum outcomes; acceptance of plural worldviews; capacity to work with uncertainty.

Kenny (2007): ‘Non-government organisations and the dialectics of state and civil society’

· Australia over recent decades has seen a shift in the public sphere from human rights focus to individual responsibility focus.

· The rise of a global “risk society”, leading to responses based on increased monitoring, evaluation and auditing, has played an important role in organisational and political thinking.

· The preoccupation with risk is likely to be challenged in coming decades, on grounds that, despite promises made to the contrary, this preoccupation does not allow us to “control the future.” The risk management response is based on ritual rather than development of social intelligence: we focus inwards on the internal functioning of our organisational systems, while ignoring their relationship with the outside world.

· Kenny sees a continuing role for the NGO sector: as activists/oppositional voices; as a space for addressing problems not addressed adequately by the state or by markets; as service providers in the welfare area; as watch dogs for human rights and democratic process. But NGOs that continue with oppositional and human rights roles are seen as facing increasingly difficult operating conditions.

Camilleri (2007): ‘Australia’s unique future: Reconciling place, history and culture’

· Camilleri describes two key dimensions of Australian culture that will continue to influence unfolding social arrangements: continuing dependency, incorporating insularity with reliance on powerful allies; and continuing racism that interferes with potential reconciliation with Indigenous Australians and engagement with Asian neighbours.

· He considers the decline in membership, influence and legitimacy of Christian churches and trade unions as institutions contributing to public discourse.

· There is a continuing shift towards political parties focusing on “media-packaged personality contests” (p. 161) and away from “the demands of policy innovation and public consideration of policy options.”

· The primacy of neo-liberal economic discourse continues to shape the way that many Australians think about what is most valuable.

· Political culture is oriented towards the private sphere and away from the public sphere.

· Camilleri also points towards potential for inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue with a new national identity drawing from diverse ethnic communities.

· He discusses the possibility of an economic downturn associated with steady deterioration of current account deficit and high foreign debt leading to circumstances in which large scale review of Australia’s constitutional arrangements and shifts in federal and state governance systems occur.

Prosuming: A Key Socio-Economic Trend

Alvin and Heidi Toffler have for many decades now been regarded as significant commentators on long term social trends. While they do not offer much in the way of deeper interpretation of the fundamental drivers behind the changes that they see arising, their thinking provides useful insight into some of the surface-level shifts that any socially-oriented forward view might need to account for. 

In their most recent book, Revolutionary Wealth, they give particular attention to the increasing influence of “prosuming” and the “de-marketization” of goods and services that this movement is contributing to. (Toffler and Toffler, 2006) The concept of prosuming is likely to have an increasingly impact on conventional economic thinking and our ideas relating to economic value in general. The term “prosumer” refers to people who are simultaneously producers and consumers of services or goods, and who are contributing to a vast and growing non-money economy (which is in turn both relied upon and exploited by businesses in the monetary economy). By offering goods and services essentially for free, prosumers drive other goods and services out of the marketplace. The Tofflers (p. 199) go on to say that “Prosumers perform unpaid work through ‘third jobs’ and self-service activities. By using an ATM or checking themselves out in a supermarket, they reduce labor cost—and the number of entry-level jobs—in the money economy. The same, with minor adjustment, is true when they personally care for the ill or elderly or when they cook, clean house, home-school and perform other tasks themselves, instead of paying others to do them.” Prosuming is also associated with value creation through volunteering and even through reproduction of the labour force by raising children. 

The concept of prosuming seems to have particularly significant implications for the Community Sector, given the large quantity of unpaid work carried out within the Sector. For instance, if prosuming is interpreted by businesses and governments as a source of “zero-cost” resources, then we run the risk of over exploitation and erosion of the social capital on which this is based. If, on the other hand, we recognise that there are significant costs associated with provision of prosumer resources (people acting as prosumers must still have their basic needs met by some means), and that these must somehow be accounted for, then there may be opportunities to rethink the entire basis for resource allocation and distribution beyond the formal, monetised economy.

Social Context in Academic Literature

The wider social context was also considered in several of the sector-specific articles reviewed for the Situation Analysis. The following key contextual issues and trends are of particular significance:

Barraket (2006b), in the article ‘Community sector sustainability: research evidence and public policy implications’, discusses a number of important shifts in the public policy environment:

· New performance measurement standards.

· Shift from core funding of organisations to contract-based purchase of services; incorporating an overall shift to market-based approaches for meeting needs, with an underlying competition discourse.

· Emphasis on partnerships between sectors

· Social policy oriented towards local community development

Leonard (2005): ‘Social agency in community-sector organisations’

· Discusses the rise of managerial values, characterised by: focus on efficiency; management practices as the basis for understanding success or failure of a venture; and belief that similar management practices are relevant to all industries and sectors.

Butcher (2006): ‘Government, the third sector and the rise of social capital’

· There is a prevailing view that governments are elected to govern for the interests of the mainstream or majority, and that minority groups should not have the capacity to amplify their views to achieve greater prominence for these than an assessment of worth based on numbers of people holding a particular view would provide.

Social Context Dimensions Raised in Interviews

The following issues and trends relating to wider social context were raised by interviewees:

1. General trend towards increasing demand for welfare services, driven by increasing family breakdown and a broader spectrum of dysfunctionality in family life, such as increasing drug and alcohol abuse and increasing debt. Increased openness with regard to social problems also contributes to this. For example, child abuse, once swept under the carpet, is now acknowledged and in public view. Greater sensitivity to social problems such as mental illness is also a contributing factor here. Thresholds for what is considered normal and acceptable shift, increasing the numbers of people who might satisfy eligibility criteria for assistance.

2. Workforce casualisation; reduced employment security.

3. Government outsourcing of services.

4. Ageing population: How will this impact on demand for services? How will it impact on availability of staff and volunteers for CSOs?

5. Decreasing public trust in institutions across society (i.e. not just confined to the Community Sector).

6. The primary focus of the current Victorian State Government on maintaining its AAA credit rating.

Community Attitudes to Disadvantage and Vulnerability

Insight into the standing message with regard to community views on disadvantage is provided in the following  quote, from an article in The Age from 25 March 2005: “Premier Steve Bracks and Deputy Premier John Thwaites have decided to grab the political spotlight and redirect it towards the darkest corners of disadvantage in Victoria – the people and places governments normally want kept out of the public’s consciousness.” (Austin, 2005) Might this quote capture something of particular significance to Sector sustainability? What are the consequences of working in areas where there is apparently an active desire on the part of government to minimise public awareness?

Community attitudes towards disadvantage and vulnerability have particularly significant implications for the social context within which the Community Sector operates. Some insight into the nature of community attitudes was suggested in the literature review and via perspectives offered by interviewees.

The following data is drawn from ACOSS research:

1. Giving Australia reports that there is growth in both the rate of giving and the generosity of giving in Australia, for both money and volunteer time. This growth is occurring with individuals and households as well as businesses. (ACOSS, 2005)
2. When asked what the requirements were for an individual to have an acceptable standard of living, 5 per cent of respondents mentioned “Access to Social Services”. Ninety-four per cent of people polled agreed that all Australians have a right to an acceptable standard of living, and 82 per cent agreed that the Government has a responsibility to ensure that all Australians have a “fair go”. (ACOSS, 2006a) (p. 7, table 3).

3. People perceived to be living below the acceptable standard of living. Data from Roy Morgan Research telephone polling of 672 Australians aged 14 and over. (ACOSS, 2006a) (p. 6, Table 2)
	
	1st mentioned % of

respondents
	Total mentioned % of

respondents

	Unemployed/ People On Welfare 
	21
	38

	Aboriginal/ Indigenous
	20
	32

	Poor
	13
	26

	Elderly/ Aged/ Pensioners
	9
	23

	Homeless
	8
	16

	Single Parents/ Mothers
	5
	15

	Low Income Earners/ Low Income Families
	4
	12

	Ethnic
	3
	9

	Disabled
	1
	8

	People with mental health problems
	1
	6

	Drug Addicts/ Alcoholics
	1
	5

	Lazy/ Bludgers
	2
	4

	Families
	2
	4

	People In Country/ Outback/ Farming
	1
	3

	Average Worker
	2
	3


4. 10 Essentials to Make Australia Fair – Consultation Results (ACOSS, 2006a) (p. 8: Appendix 1)

	Number of Nominations
	Topic
	Average % of

respondents

	1369
	Rights
	86%

	1348
	Welfare
	84%

	1283
	Education
	80%

	1282
	Environment
	80%

	1242
	Work
	78%

	1239
	Community
	77%

	1222
	Health
	76%

	920
	Reconciliation
	56%

	824
	Housing
	52%

	802
	Services
	50%

	743
	Democracy
	46%

	619
	Law
	39%

	554
	Family Life
	35%

	469
	Economy
	29%

	406
	Transport
	25%

	213
	Women
	13%

	193
	International
	12%

	113
	Telecommunications
	7%

	109
	Disability
	7%

	1014
	Other
	63%


The following views on community attitudes were expressed during the interviews:

1. Poverty is off the public agenda: there is a general perception that “the problem of poverty has been dealt with.”

2. One interviewee wondered if there had been a shift in public perception from “community service work is good work” to “community service work is just another function in the great web of society.”

3. With the large growth in the number of CSOs vying for the public’s attention, there is a sense that the public are experiencing “attention burn out”.

4. There has been a general breakdown in community trust of once-respected institutions, extending much wider than the CS. There was a time in the past when the CS, as with other professions, was trusted as a matter of course. This is no longer the case.

5. The CS has “low prestige” in the eyes of young people who are its would-be workforce: it does not fit with present aspirations.

6. The public are not interested in the CS: “it is all too hard, too sad.” One interviewee recounted an experience in which focus groups were conducted to establish degree of support for the disability services sector among members of the public who had no existing involvement with the sector. The focus groups found no interest in or support for the sector.

7. This same interviewee felt that the public’s attitude is that “people with disabilities have rights but no entitlement.”

8. In Australia, we still see community services in a welfare frame, rather than as a right, as is the case in Sweden for example. Those of us who do not need community services see ourselves as fundamentally different to those who do rely on these services. Peoples’ dignity is affected by needing to draw on these services, because of the social stigma that is associated with them.

9. Society doesn’t want to admit what is going on under the surface, particularly with regard to sexual abuse: “A lot of people just don’t want to know about the negative underside of society. Clients are marginalised, disadvantaged groups, who are a reminder of our society’s problems.”

10. One interviewee mentioned a series of focus groups run by a large CSO to look at perceptions of homelessness. Participants had a very poor understanding of this. The general view was that “if you are homeless, it is your own fault.” The public will “give to overseas aid charities [in preference to local charities], as the people they work with are more deserving.”

11. Marginalisation of the disadvantaged is not just about some people being “off the radar”: there is a prevailing idea that “there is not enough room on the radar for everyone.”

Characteristics Valued by Government in Partner Organisations

Finally, given the significance of government relationships to Sector sustainability, it would be useful to consider the characteristics valued by government bodies in organisations with which they enter into service delivery relationships. The following key characteristics are drawn from the literature review and discussions with interviewees.

1. Large organisations, on the basis of perceived greater efficiency; economies of scale.

2. Emphasis on a managerial culture and professionalisation.

3. Strong governance and accountability.

4. Competition amongst service providers (or at least, use of the language of competition).

5. Service provision without lobbying to influence policy or legislation.

6. Streamlined interfaces with service providers: tend to favour large organisations that can act as gateways to a range of services.

7. Service provision on the basis of research evidence.

8. Evidence of systematic training and development programs within service organisations.
What are the Dimensions of Sector Sustainability?

This section of the report outlines the characteristics that the Community Sector might require in order to be sustainable. This raises a central question though: what does this idea of a sustainable Sector actually mean? 

An important outcome of the Situation Analysis process and the interviews in particular is that defining what “sustainability of Victoria’s Community Sector” means is complex, multi-dimensional, ambiguous and strongly dependent on who is trying to understand this concept of sustainability in the first place. It may be futile, and not particularly helpful in any case, to try to arrive at a final definition of Sector sustainability. 

The concept of sustainability is always future-oriented: it involves imagining future states in which something presently valued is preserved, while the social and organisational contexts, within which that value is created and held, are transformed. To the extent that “the future” in which a sustainable Sector will exist is not predetermined and is not predictable in any comprehensive sense, sustainability is not something that can be understood with certainty. It is clear, though, that sustainability means much more than immediate survival, or day-to-day viability: it also means creatively and imaginatively acting, with shared intention, shared purpose and a shared sense of identity.

It is both possible and necessary to identify characteristics of the Sector that are valuable and that should be taken forward, and to imagine the characteristics of organisational cultures and structures that might preserve and reproduce these valuable characteristics. The characteristics of a sustainable Sector include both what is to be preserved and reproduced and how this is to be reproduced. In fact, the what and the how cannot be separated: the value to be preserved and reproduced is intimately intertwined with its means of preservation and reproduction. The Sector’s value is not separate from the processes by which this value is enacted in the community. A significant barrier to Sector sustainability, if not the key to the problem itself, might be found in ways of thinking that isolate and separate these two mutually co-creating dimensions.
The following characteristics of a sustainable Sector were identified during the Situation Analysis process. The list is not intended to be exhaustive and might best be seen as a work in progress.

Sector Identity / Meeting Core Purposes / Provision of Services

1. Continuity of core purpose: provision of social welfare services and leadership in social change.

2. Capacity for advocacy in relation to social justice and social change.

3. Capacity for addressing systemic conditions of disadvantage as well as providing emergency or palliative support and care.

4. Dynamicism of structures: maintaining primary emphasis on central purpose with secondary emphasis on Sector and CSO systems “as an end in themselves.”

5. Capacity to maintain diversity of organisation sizes and approaches to service delivery.

Innovation and Development

6. Maintaining capacity for identifying emerging social problems and needs.

7. Maintaining flexibility and responsiveness of CSOs to community needs. 

8. Maintaining adaptability of organisational missions, including capacity for critical self reflection, regular review, and willingness to let go of non-core aims and activities.

9. Capacity for service innovation and maintaining a forward view. 

10. Capacity to diffuse innovation (evolution and development of knowledge and practices that happens through open sharing throughout the Sector). 
11. Capacity for research to develop sound evidence both to understand the Sector situation and identity, and to carry out work.

Governance 

12. Adequately understanding governance needs of CSOs.

13. Attraction, recruitment and retention of those with appropriate leadership and governance capacity.

14. Matching complexity of internal structures and capacities with complexity of reporting, compliance and regulatory requirements: especially, implications for small organisations.

15. Internal motivation for developing performance measures and demonstrations of accountability (i.e. driven by internal recognition of need, rather than imposed and enforced from without). This includes development of capacity for and interest in strategic accountability to improve capacity to satisfy the purpose of the Sector.

16. Recruiting, training and providing ongoing development for board members of CSOs.
Resources and Funding

17. A funding mindset based on full service funding, including all overheads.

18. Capacity and willingness to insist on adequate payment for services provided: this applies both to CSOs and to workers, i.e. do workers understand and stand up for their personal needs?

19. Capacity to stand firm in negotiating funding arrangements: valuing of the Sector from within and not underselling services.

20. Continuity and resilience of financial resources and funding: shifting from operating philosophies based on resource depletion, towards philosophies based on resource accretion.

21. Adequacy of capital assets and reserves for development.

22. Balance of resources consumed by compliance requirements versus actual service delivery and community development work.

Human Resources

23. Staff recruitment and retention: remuneration; career development; workplace conditions and practices.

24. Gender diversity in the Community Sector, given that the Sector workforce has traditionally been dominated by women.

25. Capacity and willingness on the part of workers to insist on adequate payment for services provided.

26. Continuity of volunteerism, which is now frequently ‘episodic’.

27. Adequate management of volunteer dependency: what are the consequences of growing on the basis of volunteer resources that might be dependent on extraordinarily committed individuals, who cannot be easily replaced? (c.f. the story of one small CSO that had a treasurer who had worked almost full time, for sixteen years, on a voluntary basis, and who was now “retiring”)

Relationships with the Community 

28. Maintenance of community trust and credibility.

29. Quality of relationships with community and other areas of society.

Relationships within the Sector

30. Resilience of partnership and networking structures throughout the Sector.

31. Balancing competition and cooperation between CSOs.

Relationships with the Government

32. Relationship with government in which government has a clear understanding of the Sector’s value beyond contracted service delivery. 

33. Capacity to manage complexity of relationships with government funding bodies, including impacts of large numbers of discrete funding bodies.

Relationships with Organisations across Society

34. Capacity to establish, develop and maintain strong networks of relationships with organisations throughout society, including (especially?) the business sector and philanthropic sector.

Relationships with Media

35. Nature of media relationship, perception and representation. 

What is the Sector’s Present State of Sustainability?

Threats to Sector Sustainability
Sector Identity / Meeting Core Purposes / Provision of Services

1. Poor understanding within government of the special capacities of “third sector” organisations leads to policies that have a negative impact on these capacities, leading to diminishment of social capital and hence threatening sustainability of purpose for the CS. (Butcher, 2006) p. 73

2. Some large CSOs operate commercial businesses in order to generate operating revenue for their core community service activities. This involves massive economic churn, i.e. large amounts of capital and lots of management energy and attention, for marginal gains, and distracts attention from core focus. Emerging social enterprise and social entrepreneurship thinking points towards this as an appropriate direction for Sector development, but this threatens to distract people with specialised skills and experience from what these skills and experience are best suited to. Taking people away from what they have a passion for, and what they do best, threatens sustainability.

3. Increasingly ambiguous organisational identities due to cooptation as government service providers.

4. Philosophical and political diversity is a defining characteristic of the Community Sector, but this is often ignored or not discussed.

5. The ACOSS ‘Community Sector Survey 2006’ reports that organisations are finding that their clients have increasingly complex needs, while demand for services is growing and growth in CSO expenditure is outstripping growth in income. (ACOSS, 2006b) Given the complexity of client needs, it is difficult to demonstrate short term service effectiveness using conventional indicators and measures.

Governance

6. Sustainability is threatened by lack of professionalism and accountability amongst CSOs, including acceptance of poor work practices and conditions. More than one interviewee commented along the lines that “there are some terrible organisations in the Sector,” particularly with regard to accountability to funding bodies and the community in general.

7. Push for professional governance and accountability eroding capacity for flexible and responsive service, leading to irrelevance of the CS in community’s and client groups’ eyes.

8. Loss of small, locally based CSOs due to costs of professionalisation. Managerial belief that large organisations will be more efficient than small organisations. [What does “efficiency” mean anyway? C.f. the engineering definition of energy in versus work out: but what is the purpose of that work in the first place? If the work (purpose) is not appropriately directed towards real needs, then higher efficiency is of little value].
9. Increasingly arduous external accountability requirements, associated with large numbers of funding bodies using incompatible reporting procedures and instruments with irreconcilable differences.

10. Government’s lack of awareness of or indifference towards the extremely onerous accountability and risk management requirements tied to provision of funding.

Resources and Funding

11. Price Indexation for government funding is lower than annual operating cost increases. Alternative revenue sources are not filling this gap. As a result, the Sector as a whole is eroding its capital base (human, infrastructure, finances). As long as this continues, the Sector is fundamentally unsustainable.

12. There is great disparity in the funding arrangements that different CSOs must deal with. This is a barrier to creating and maintaining shared understanding of the Sector’s sustainability situation, and a unified approach in dealing with it.

13. Resources tend to move towards resources: the rich get richer. This has the potential to erode Community Sector diversity.

Human Resources

14. Increasing difficulty recruiting and retaining staff with appropriate skills and experience.

15. Lack of interest in CS careers amongst younger people.

16. Ageing of the CS workforce.

17. Resources falling to such low levels that there is no capacity for organisations to move beyond day-to-day exigencies of their mission, leading to a state of perpetual reactivity to the environment. Associated with this is the threat posed by being drawn into someone else’s vision of the future, giving away capacity for maintaining an independent vision.

Relationships with the Community

18. More than one interviewee expressed the view that the greatest threat to Sector sustainability is the risk of loss of reputation.

19. Push for professional governance and accountability eroding capacity for flexible and responsive service, leading to irrelevance of the CS in community’s and client groups’ eyes.

Relationships within the Sector

20. Loss of cohesion between CSOs due to competitive tensions: breakdown in capacity to share information and ideas.

21. There is no Sector-wide structure for giving endorsement to activities with a focus on the whole Community Sector.

22. There is great disparity in the funding arrangements that different CSOs must deal with. This is a barrier to creating and maintaining shared understanding of the Sector’s sustainability situation, and a unified approach in dealing with it.

23. Poor capacity for strong, unified negotiation with funding providers.

Relationships with the Government
24. Poor understanding within government of the special capacities of “third sector” organisations leads to policies that have a negative impact on these capacities, leading to diminishment of social capital and hence threatening sustainability of purpose for the CS. (Butcher, 2006) p. 73

25. The Sector has grown to its current size, in financial terms, on the strength of government funding. When the Sector was last financially independent of government, it was much smaller by comparison. The Sector, as it is currently configured, can not be thought of as autonomous in any way: it has arisen in intimate relationship with governments.

26. Many interviewees discussed the prospects for “whole-of-government” responses to both dealing with the Community Sector, and addressing individual and social wellbeing. There is general scepticism about the possibility of real improvements happening in regard to this, with significant negative implications for Sector sustainability, as the complex and arduous conditions under which CSOs operate will continue insofar as they are related to the great diversity and complexity of government relationships. Some interviewees felt that “silo-isation” is built into the foundations of government, and cannot be addressed by an overlay approach: real change would require fundamental reorganisation of the whole government apparatus.

27. Dependence on government funding and poor track record with negotiating contract conditions makes the Sector vulnerable to manipulation, particularly in regard to silencing of criticism or interference with advocacy activities.

Opportunities for Developing Sector Sustainability; Positive Developments and Signs of Hope

During the interviews, mention was made of a number of existing activities, either underway or in the pipeline, specifically aimed at addressing sustainability issues. In addition, several interviewees suggested innovations that they felt would contribute significantly to improved Sector sustainability. There are also areas where positive developments are occurring: these may suggest models for going forward. These are summarised as follows:

Sector Identity / Meeting Core Purposes / Provision of Services

1. Significant precedents for Sector cooperation exist, for instance through the Peaks and Statewide Networks Forum.

Innovation and Development
2. Several interviewees discussed proposals to amalgamate back office functions for small CSOs, either at a local level, or for the whole Sector. This initiative could also extend to creating a recognised brand, similar to the Heart Foundation “tick of approval”, that can be used by certified organisations to indicate that their governance and accountability systems meet suitable standards. A unifying theme here relates to maintaining independent identity, while gaining the benefits of shared Sector know-how and efficiency relating to economies of scale.

3. Victoria leads the way in Community Sector service delivery across a range of indicators. There is a great deal that is very positive about the CS here. There is a great deal of knowledge and practical experience that can be used as the basis for developing Sector-wide best practice.

4. Specifically in relation to disability services sustainability, introduction of no-fault insurance for all members of the community and for all injuries. This would allow actuarial systems to play a role in determining how best to distribute funding for disability services, in place of the present ad hoc approach. [Might this model extend to other services also?]

5. Service delivery, where appropriate, via “personal coaches” who can work with individuals to find the best way of assisting them (the most effective leverage points) with respect to their particular circumstances, before problems become excessively complex or acute. This is closely linked with moves towards preventative services: the equivalent of “teaching a person to fish” in international development.

6. The disability sector has recently produced a video for use by schools career officers to promote awareness of career opportunities in this area.
7. Leverage the Sector’s capacity for “coal face driven” community development, gained through long experience with “real life” that others, particularly those in government, do not have: this is a great strength of the Sector.

Governance

8. Taking responsibility for demonstrating accountability, rather than having this imposed from outside. Opportunities may also exist here for engaging greater support from the wider community. 

9. Development of Sector-wide standards for CSO management (e.g. HR guidelines, governance guidelines). This could be associated with a branded certification program, whereby accredited organisations could indicate that their business processes meet appropriate, widely recognised standards.

10. Organisations such as Social Ventures Australia provide a good model for establishing tools, systems, structures and practices in the Sector that will meet with community standards for transparency and accountability.

11. Alignment of performance indicators associated with government contracts, with government planning and decision making data requirements, in order to maximise resource efficiency. At present, performance indicators are often useful only for assessing CSO compliance.

Resources and Funding

12. The Community Sector Investment Fund is a government initiative that is facilitating Sector sustainability by assisting smaller CSOs to have access to the buying power of larger organisations.

13. Accommodation services for the homeless have recently received increased funding from the Victorian government.

14. Psychiatric services have recently received a significant increase in support from government.

15. The Price Indexation work conducted by the Sector Sustainability Task Group gained government attention, and lead to shifts in the Sector’s favour (even though these were not sufficient to meet operating cost increases).

Human Resources

16. There are some very good senior leaders in the Sector: these people are an extremely valuable asset.

17. There are very competent, very compassionate carers working with clients.

18. The disability sector has recently produced a video for use by schools career officers to promote awareness of career opportunities in this area.

19. CSOs that provide work and work environments that constitute meaningful ends in their own rights for workers (paid staff or volunteers) are likely to be more sustainable. To what extent does the Sector focus on developing meaningful work and workplaces? There are existing models for this in some CSOs. This extends also to opportunities for meaningful contribution for CSO board members.

Relationships within the Sector

20. Development of cooperative arrangements for small CSOs to share administration and governance functions and other resources. 

21. Large CSOs providing assistance and support to small CSOs, either by donating back office services, or by providing these on a fee-for-service basis that. 

22. Development of a cohesive, unified negotiating position with government, based on collective power and authority of the Sector, by leveraging recent Price Indexation work.

Relationships with the Government
23. The DHS Partnership & Collaboration Agreement may provide a useful prototype for more comprehensive Sector-Government agreements.

24. One interviewee reported that A Fairer Victoria is producing positive results in the carer support area.

Contribution to the Economy

25. The entire not for profit sector, which includes the Community Sector, accounts for between 5 per cent and 8 per cent of GDP in Australia: if the Sector is unsustainable, then Australia is economically unsustainable. Our society cannot afford to have the Sector erode away. This may form a strong platform for building a case for inclusion of the CS at the policy development table with government.

How is Victoria’s Community Sector Valued?
The value of the Community Sector to major stakeholder groups, suggested by the literature review and interviews, includes the following dimensions.
Value of the Sector to Government
1. With government outsourcing of welfare services, the Community Sector is an increasingly important custodian of skills and knowledge in delivery of these services. (Barraket, 2006b)
2. Sector organisations and peak bodies foster and provide access to extensive and diverse networks.

3. Sector organisations act as important intermediaries in the flow of information and resources between government and citizens.

4. The Community Sector can gain an integrated, systemic overview of peoples’ needs, where governments cannot.
5. Sector organisations provide pathways for establishment of trust with disadvantaged citizens.

6. Mediation of locally responsive, grassroots solutions to social problems.

7. High capacity to “respond to complexities of community disadvantage, by providing the catalyst for self-help and community mobilization”. (Barraket, 2006b), p. 6

8. Contributes to economic and social vitality: the strength of the economy depends on the strength of society, and there is a particularly strong role for the Community Sector in ensuring that people have the capacity to be net economic contributors. Deputy Premier Thwaites, speaking in March 2005: “a strong economy depends on a strong society too. If we’re going to have the young people that we need to do the jobs of the future, we can’t afford to have many of those young people drop out of school or become disengaged. So reducing disadvantage will mean a stronger economy in the future.”

9. Low cost of service, driven by Sector workers’ personal motivation to assist client groups regardless of remuneration and conditions: “willingness of workers to accept lower wages in order to make the world a better place.” (Leonard, 2005) p. 79 For example, according to one source, it costs at least 30% more for government to support someone with a disability than for support to be provided by a CSO.

Value of the Sector to the Community
1. The Sector is fundamental to healthy democracy, as an independent means of representing grassroots community interests and provision of a voice to citizens.

2. Responsiveness to local needs.

3. The Sector provides a vital “Training ground for democracy, teaching director’s skills that are vital in a democratic society.” (Hough et al., 2006) p. 12

4. Sector organisations contribute significantly to the creation and maintenance of social capital.

5. Facilitates and participates in networking across the community.

Value of the Sector to Clients
1. The Sector provides locally-based services that allow establishment of personal trust-based relationships between workers and clients.

2. Clients have access to levels of care that might not be available elsewhere, due to preparedness amongst Sector workers and their organisations to “do what it takes”, regardless of resources available. This “willingness of workers to accept lower wages in order to make the world a better place” is a significant source of value to clients. (Leonard, 2005) p. 79

3. The Sector provides inclusive environments in which people otherwise marginalised can have a sense of being a legitimate member of the community.

4. Organisations focused on specific areas of need act as champions for clients, amplifying clients’ voices.

Value of the Sector to Business
1. The Sector plays an important role in maintaining community capacity to contribute to economic activity, both as consumers and as providers of labour, skills and expertise.

2. The Sector is a potential source of innovative business ideas that address multiple problems simultaneously. The social entrepreneurship discourse adopts business-based ways of approaching problems, and hence is strongly compatible with existing economic structures. The Sector, acting through business-based initiatives, potentially shields the business sector from regulatory incursion.

3. The Sector is a potential source of business opportunities: if profits can be made from service delivery, business will be attracted. This value is restricted to those areas where business models can be made to work.

Value of the Sector to Workers

1. Provides opportunities for people to do work that contributes to positive change in the world and that makes a difference to other peoples’ lives.

2. Work can be innovative and responsive to real-world needs.

3. Work can be relatively free of bureaucratic constraints.

4. Flexible structures allow more “organic” development of skills. Such skill development may not be possible in other contexts, and may in fact be a marketable asset for workers.

5. Particularly in smaller organisations, access to opportunities to work across diverse roles and activities.

6. A sense of agency in relation to the work being carried out; this seems to be dependent on the work having a community development rather than a managerial focus.(Leonard, 2005)
Value of the Sector as Represented by the Media

While the Media perhaps does not fit the criteria for consideration as a Community Sector stakeholder, it is an important and influential interest group that has significant impact on how the Sector is perceived and valued by other stakeholder groups. Media perceptions and relationships were mentioned by a number of interviewees as important in relation to Sector sustainability.

1. The default position of the Media is to “support charities doing good work in the community”; but if a failure is spotted, the Media will be very quick to draw public attention to this. The Community Sector, by the very nature of its activities with those who are in precarious situations, can be a ready source of sensationalist, dramatic stories that shock people and draw audiences through morbid curiosity.

2. News is now a means to commercial ends: groups in society that provide ready access to stories that draw audience attention are valued, but only as a utilitarian means of generating revenue.

What are the Established and Emerging Trends and Themes that Impact on Sector Sustainability?

Sector Identity / Meeting Core Purposes / Provision of Services

1. “In many cases, TSOs [third sector organisations] have evolved from essentially mendicant organisations to professionalised service providers and/or lobbyists concerned with capturing and maintaining ‘market share’ within the mixed economy of health and social services. In general, larger TSOs have been more successful in capturing market share, in part because they often exhibit high levels of organisational and administrative sophistication. However…in the process of becoming larger they have experienced a diminished capacity for the formation of social capital.” (Butcher, 2006) p.83

2. The emergence of community and social enterprise as a complement to and not a replacement for public investment: in particular, social enterprise does not attend to the structural underpinnings of disadvantage.(Barraket, 2006a)
3. There has been a continuing trend towards “cooptation of non-government, non-profit service providers as part of the formal mechanism for the delivery of prescribed services,” devaluing “their roles as potential repositories and multipliers of social capital.” (Butcher, 2006) p. 72

4. Continuing trend towards professionalisation and bureaucratisation, potentially eroding the participatory, democratic, flexible and informal character of CSOs.
5. Governments seem to be shifting towards a focus on crisis and emergency response to social problems, at least in terms of the external services that they are willing to fund. One person expressed this as a desire for “quick outcomes and higher throughputs.” This seems to run counter, though, to the stated position of DVC in A Fairer Victoria, the introduction to which states that “Working together with local communities, the Government has explored new ways of delivering services and developed innovative approaches based on the principles of prevention and early intervention. The growth of safer, stronger and more vibrant communities has been encouraged.” (DVC, 2005)
6. In relation to accountability, “quantity versus quality” was a recurring theme for interviewees: the emphasis with government reporting and monitoring processes and for specification service requirements is on quantity of service delivery (such as numbers of clients assisted), with less emphasis on the quality of outcomes for clients. This often means that the deeper value offered by CSOs is not revealed by the mandated accountability structures. There is a strong link here to the perception that government focus is shifting more to emergency/crisis response and away from early intervention.

7. Related again to the theme of crisis intervention vs early intervention/prevention is the perception that government tends to see social needs in programmatic terms (e.g. in terms of the suite of available community services such as homelessness, child protection, mental health, drug & alcohol, disability) rather than in terms of integrated individuals. The focal question tends to be “how can this person be assisted in terms of available programs?” rather than “what are the particular needs of this person?”

8. There seems to be a trend towards externalising risk from government and shifting this towards CSOs. As evidence for this, the soon to be effective Children, Youth and Families Act was cited by several interviewees, specifically the potential for raising the threshold for entry into the child protection system, leaving CSOs to deal with more complex client situations.

9. At least one interviewee felt that the Community Sector is moving towards greater homogeneity of organisation types and services offered. An important question was raised in relation to this: does the diversity of the Sector match the diversity of the situations encountered in its operating environment?

10. With greater understanding of community needs, there has been growth in the number and specificity of organizations providing services to the community. Many organizations have a very tight focus for their activities.

11. Trend towards encouragement by governments of volunteering and community-building, as part of a larger program to generate and maintain social capital. There is a growing appreciation of the value of “reducing barriers to voluntary participation in reciprocal networks based upon trust, mutuality, understood norms and shared values.” (Butcher, 2006) p. 70

Evolution of Public Discourses and Service Models

12. Evolution of discourses in the CS: charitable worldview, based on handouts of blankets and food; to de-institutionalisation of child and family welfare; to activism-based social change – early intervention and advocacy; to neo-liberal economic theory and critique of the welfare state; to competition/bureaucratisation/professionalism/managerialism – in which there is now more emergency relief than ever before; and now heading towards business-community partnerships and social entrepreneurship in parallel with the neo-liberal stage.

13. Emerging public discourse relating to social entrepreneurship and social enterprise: driven by an interest in financial independence and independence with regard to service innovation.

14. Public discourse continues its shift towards empowerment of individuals: “the customer is king”. The trajectory of change involves the locus of control moving from the system (large, central, paternalistic Government) to specialist/professional providers (e.g. doctor is the one who manages my health) to the individual. Individuals, with increasingly open access to information (data and the capacity for interpreting it), now manage their own “wellbeing portfolios”.

Governance

15. Continuing trend towards professionalisation and bureaucratisation, potentially eroding the participatory, democratic, flexible and informal character of CSOs.
Human Resources

16. Ageing population leading to greater demands for services, but countered to some extent by a Baby Boomer retirement leading to an increasing volunteer pool for CSOs.

Relationships within the Sector

17. “[A]n increasing polarisation within the sector between a majority consisting of smaller, predominantly voluntaristic and less administratively sophisticated organisations and a minority of wealthy, professionalised, corporate, employing organisations. As a result, there is likely to be a growing ‘capacity gap’ in large parts of the sector.” (Butcher, 2006) p. 83:
Relationships with Government
18. There has been a shift over the past 20+ years from government and the CS as equal partners, to government as the dominant power, with a reactive CS “running to catch up”.

19. Shifting of functions previously carried out by government agencies to the non-government sector.

20. Trend towards relationships between State government and CSOs based on formal agreements.

21. Governments increasingly see the “third sector” in general as a way of providing government programs at reduced cost.
Some Frameworks for Sense-Making

A CSO Typology

Paul Linossier has proposed that CSOs can be classified according to a typology that consists of the following categories:

1. Representative, community owned.

2. Service provider.

3. New generation social entrepreneurs.

4. Government/publicly constructed organisations taking on CSO characteristics.

5. Hybrids.

6. For profit – currently restricted to child care, aged care and employment services.

This provides a useful basis for considering the structural diversity that exists in the Community Sector, and for considering the opportunities for and barriers to creating shared understanding.
Value Systems

In the first interview conducted for the Situation Analysis, the very first observation made was that “valuing of the Community Sector changes over time – it depends on one’s own value position.” As an alternative framework for considering how particular stakeholder groups value the Community Sector, it would be valuable to consider the more general patterns that can be identified in the value positions from which individuals operate. These value positions form the basis on which individuals answer questions of the type “what is most significant to me?” Graves (2005)  describes a set of eight distinct value systems that he identified through empirical research. Of these systems, three account for the majority of the population in most Western cultures. In Graves’ scheme, these are called the Absolutistic value system, the Multiplistic value system and the Relativistic value system. Each is characterised by a particular theme relating to what is most significant for the individual:

· Absolutistic: ‘Sacrifice now to receive reward later’

· Multiplistic: ‘Express self for what self desires without shame or guilt’

· Relativistic: ‘Sacrifice now in order for all to get now’
These value systems align closely with the major value systems identified by the World Value Survey (WVS) as Religious and Communal Values, Achievement and Motivation Values and Postmaterialist Values. (Inglehart, 1997) While Graves’ research was focused on value systems in individuals, the WVS looks at broad patterns across populations. The WVS findings are based on research conducted by sociologists in 80 societies, on each of the world’s continents, using statistically appropriate population samples. For further background, see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/. A common finding of both Graves’ and the WVS’s research is that value systems shift over time. That is, shifts can be seen both in individuals during their lives, and across large population groups through time.
The three value systems are also loosely correlated with cultural outlooks that can be described as traditional, modern and postmodern, with this last outlook characteristic of sociologist Paul Ray’s (2000) cultural creatives. While the characterisation is again very loose, and should be considered as a rough caricature only for the purpose of understanding how these cultural outlooks and value systems manifest in society, the outlooks can be linked with particular institutional structures as follows. Keep in mind that within these institutions, all three outlooks/value systems are likely to be present, but with different degrees of representation and influence:

· Traditional outlook: many religious institutions; some areas of government bureaucracy; many universities.

· Modern outlook: the business world in general.

· Postmodern outlook: social movements – human rights, environmental, social justice.

Consideration of how people inhabiting these cultural outlooks or operating from these value systems might view questions of vulnerability and disadvantage would be of some benefit for understanding how the Community Sector is valued. Rather than seeing the way the Sector is valued as varying with interest groups such as “Government”, “Business” or “Clients”, these interest groups might then be examined in terms of the influences of the proportional mix of cultural outlooks found within them. This would then provide a useful framework for assessing what is going on when particular groups seem to value particular characteristics of the Sector. Once again, with the caveat that the characterisation is loosely illustrative, the outlooks/value systems are likely to correlate as follows, in relation to questions associated with how disadvantage and vulnerability are viewed:

· Traditional outlook: ‘There are good people, bad people and helpless people’.

· Modern outlook: ‘A person who is disadvantaged always has the opportunity to disprove their disadvantage’.

· Postmodern: ‘There are people who cannot help themselves’.
It may also be useful to consider how the outlooks/value systems are represented in the Community Sector itself. For instance, how might this relate to the evolution of discourses in the Community Sector, discussed by several interviewees, from church-based charity discourse, to social change advocacy discourse to professional service provision discourse?

System-Environment Relationships: Ways of Seeing the Community Sector in Relation to Society
Systems perspectives can provide valuable insight into the way that a given situation is simultaneously a product of both internal and external factors. A systems approach starts by looking at the situation of interest in terms of wholes and parts. Questions such as “how is this thing that I distinguish as a whole, independent entity also a part of a more comprehensive whole?” are important here. The figure below shows three different systems-based approaches to understanding the relationship between the Community Sector and the wider social system within which it is defined. Looking at a given situation from the perspective of each of these models can reveal different understandings of the situation. This framework has been useful in generating some of the provocations that follow this section of the report. 

	“Change Society”

Social change leads to an ideal state of inclusion: each individual’s interests are given equal weight when distributing scarce resources. Often this is seen as occurring within a conflict-based change narrative.

“Optimise society to suit a world view embraced by members of the Community Sector.” There is an emphasis on power relations and redress of power imbalances.


	
	“Change the Sector”

The Community Sector changes the way that it operates to suit the given-at-this-time (but ever-changing through time) environment in which it finds itself. A Neo-Darwinian “survival of the fittest” narrative is adopted.

“Optimise the Community Sector to work best in the ‘social jungle’.”

	

	“Sector and Society change together”

An alternative narrative: evolution as natural drift – leaving behind the language of optimisation (which relies on a narrow definition of what is important, and hence worthy of optimisation in the first place). Sector and social environment are “structurally coupled” in a mutually co-determining dance. Each continuously brings forth the identity of the other. There is no static end point, and no ideal outcome. Sustainability is best understood in terms of the mutual relationship between Sector and Society.




Provocations

As discussed at the beginning of this report, in considering these provocations, we ask:

· that you treat them as challenges to existing mental models and modes of thinking, rather than as criticisms; and

· that they be recognised as stimuli to provoke critical reflection that enhances current approaches to enacting the Sector’s identity, rather disparaging these.

Nonetheless, we hope that the provocations are treated seriously. As researchers trying to capture the “ten thousand metre view”, it seems that the roots of many pressing sustainability challenges may be found here. The first workshop, on Tuesday 27 February 2007, will focus on exploring these provocations more deeply, in order to understand better why the Sector’s sustainability situation is as it is. There will be ample opportunity in this workshop to challenge the provocations offered here, and to propose alternative ones.

1. The Community Sector’s current status is a product of poor negotiation skills and difficulties holding its ground in a unified way.
This situation belies both the Sector’s moral authority and social role as custodian of know-how in service delivery and social capital creation. Why is such a potentially powerful group of people and organisations at the mercy of its environment? To what extent is this failure to enact the Sector’s power acknowledged, and to what extent are Sector leaders prepared to confront this, dig deeply into the root causes of the apparent fear and timidity that this suggests and redress this situation?

2. The Community Sector is unsure of how to manage the fact that, by the very nature of the work it does with people who are on the margins of society, the community is confronted by its own inherent failures and shortcomings. 

The very presence of the Sector reminds us that we, and our way of organising our society, are not perfect. What are the implications of this for support for the Community Sector? How does this image of the Sector compare with one based on the Sector as an intrinsic contributor to societal health? How can the Sector’s place in society be shifted from the periphery to be more fully integrated in the public’s thinking?

3. In the absence of empirical research to support the presence of a shared set of features characteristic of “third sector” organisations, it could be suggested that such features are more mythic than factual.

According to Butcher, (2006) “third-sector” organisations often attribute to themselves characteristics such as greater flexibility and innovation; more participatory organisational structures; adherence to clearly articulated values and principles; being responsive, supportive and empowering to consumers. Is it reasonable to assume CSOs are founded upon and operate with similar or shared values? Is it true that “consumer rights” are central to the service provision philosophy of CSOs? Should these claims be beyond scrutiny or question?

4. The potential for effective collaboration between CSO’s may be limited by individual differences between organisations.
What is the potential for cohesive collaboration between CSOs in the first place? (Kenny, 2003) p. 34: “One of the problems in the generic concept of a TSO [third sector organisations] was that it glossed over the profound effects of different rationales in TSOs and different expectations of workers and participants.”
5. Many interviewees nominated working to redress vulnerability and disadvantage as the central focus of common identity in the Sector. While on the surface this is perceived to be a source of unity, might it be also be detrimental to Sector unity?

Once organisations have decided that they are united by this focus on vulnerability and disadvantage, how are perceptions of relative disadvantage and vulnerability to be dealt with? Which organisations’ clients are more disadvantaged, more vulnerable and hence more deserving of support? How are scarce resources to be distributed on the basis of disadvantage and vulnerability?
6. The current tendering framework is competitive in name only. The welfare state is continuing under the cloak of competition rhetoric.

When service contracts are based on unit prices per client and specified numbers of clients to whom services are to be delivered, rather than full-cost funding of services, is the language of competition-based efficiency being used to disguise reality? What are the implications of being caught up in the perpetuation of distortions relating to this competition rhetoric?

7. Rather than being attributable to the Kennett Government, inter-organisational rivalry and competition was most likely present well prior to this.

To what extent are the Kennett Government’s reforms used as a convenient scape goat for inherent lack of cohesion within the CS? Many of the interviewees acknowledged that inherent, longstanding competition between CSOs, based on entrenched perceptions that “my clients are more disadvantaged and hence more deserving of assistance than yours”, can be unhealthy for the Sector and may be a barrier to creating a shared understanding of a mutually beneficial future.  Is there an unexamined shadow here? What are the consequences of continuing to ignore this?

8. Organisations that move entirely away from social change or community development activities should no longer be considered as part of the Community Sector.

9. The extremely onerous accountability, reporting, data gathering and regulatory requirements faced by CSOs is a result of an earlier lack of professionalism in the sector. 

There seems to be a subtext, underlying government thinking, that these requirements “are for the sectors own good” or even that they are a form of “punishment for past transgressions”. In any case, there seem to be some suggestions that “the Sector has brought this situation on itself.” What truth, if any, might there be in this? One interviewee felt that the Sector has had an unscrutinised run in relation to probity and financial transparency, and that it has not met with community standards in this regard. Others expressed views that supported this.

10. Awareness within the Sector of the moral authority that it commands may have led to organisations “resting on their laurels” with regard to maintaining standards of transparency and accountability acceptable to the wider community.

If the Sector does occupy a position of moral authority, it must ensure that it uses this position to its full advantage to strengthen the Sector’s place in society. But this is likely to require that the Sector works within existing value systems with regard to standards for accountability and professionalism.
11. It is not necessarily appropriate to expect CSOs to take on the potential implications of the emerging paradigms of social entrepreneurship and social enterprise in relation to different operating systems, culture, governance, risk, and the legal status for registered charities.
However, these paradigms for meeting social welfare objectives may provide a means of improving CSO financial independence. 

12. The Community Sector shares responsibility for the current under-valuing and under-funding by the Government for the services it provides.

Interviewees referred to situations in which CSOs had priced services in tender submissions at below cost – perhaps through ignorance, or perhaps through desperation to win funding. 

Numerous references were also made to the fact that Sector workers will ensure that services are provided when and where needed regardless of available funding, because of their passion for the work and their compassion for clients. Workers will routinely provide their services for inadequate pay and in poor conditions, because they believe in the importance and value of their work, and their determination not to abandon people in need. 

In terms of meeting the immediate, moment-to-moment needs of people, this is a valuable asset for the Sector and for those who are vulnerable and disadvantaged. It could also be seen as highly admirable. 

· But is there also a shadow side to this? It has been strongly suggested that government funders trade on and take advantage of the Sector’s good will.

· What are the long-term, large scale implications of continuing to operate on this basis?

· And, to the extent that this becomes not a stop-gap measure, but a normal mode of operation, is this really in the interests of CSOs, workers, clients, government or the community?

· To what extent is this willingness to undersell the value of services responsible for contributing to the Sector’s present funding situation?
· If the Sector was to say with a unified voice ‘we will not engage on this basis’, what might the outcomes be?
13. CSOs need to make greater proactive efforts to ensure i) positive, constructive media portrayal of the value of the sector to the community and ii) greater understanding of the circumstances under which the sector works.

What efforts are currently made within the Sector to build relationships with the Media? One interviewee commented that “the Sector only sees it as important to get the message about its value out to the wider community in a crisis situation [e.g. when the Sector is in financial difficulties].” To what extent might the Sector itself be responsible for poor Media portrayal?

14. CSOs would likely benefit by working together to address remuneration inequality across sub-sectors in an effort to increase stability of the workforce within the Sector.
High staff turnover is an acknowledged problem in the Community Sector. (ACOSS, 2006b) One interviewee offered the view that Sector workers often move to community service sub-sectors that have higher pay (“housing to health” was the example cited). What work has been done to map the movement of staff within the Sector? What might be the implications of disparity in pay and conditions across the Sector for developing shared understanding and cooperation in relation to preferred futures?

15. The Sector would be better served by organisations “acting Sectorially” rather than simply identifying as “being part of the Sector”.

What implications might this concept of “the Sector” have for creating exclusive boundaries? While unified action across the Sector is important, cross-sector structures, and a culture of working together, should not be expected to appear on its own. This also requires that individual CSOs start to “act sectorially” right now. Change must occur simultaneously at the level of individual organisations, and collectively across the Sector. Perception on the part of individuals that the Sector is not unified, or not good at working together, is no excuse for individuals failing to adopt and foster this intent.

16. There is no solution to the “sustainability problem” for the Sector. The Sector would be better served by shifting from a problem-oriented outlook to an outlook based on “the situation appreciated”.
Is there an ideal state towards which the Sector can aspire, in which “the problem of sustainability is solved”? Or is the nature of the “sustainability problem” such that there is no complete solution? Is sustainability of the Sector a “wicked problem”?

17. Many of the observations that the Sector makes of its own culture, identity, work practices and relationships with those it perceives to hold power, appear to parallel the disadvantaged and vulnerable status of the Sector’s clients.
Might it be that people in the sector have taken on board the idea that they and their clients are “third rate” citizens? What impact does this have on the capacity of the Sector to meet its goals?

18. For the work of the Sector to be viewed as authentic by the wider community, it might do well to model within its own practices the harm prevention and early intervention ethos that is espoused for client groups, with respect to the personal wellbeing of its workers and its organisations.
There seems to be a general view that “helping people to help themselves” is a good thing – but do CSOs actually live by this? Can clients be expected to move beyond welfare dependency, if the Sector itself operates with a welfare dependency culture and self-identity? What impact does this issue have on issues of sustainability for the Sector, in relation to the personal wellbeing of Sector workers, and the health of organisations?

19. Those who lead, manage and work in CSOs must be prepared to look after their own wellbeing before they can expect to optimally respond to the wellbeing of their client groups.

Are people in the sector prepared to acknowledge that by not looking after themselves first, they may be failing their clients? Might it be that by ostensibly “putting the clients’ interests first”, the clients’ real interests are actually being put last? What impact does this issue have on issues of sustainability for the Sector?

20. In the absence of the Sector confidently deciding what it is and what it does, the government has taken on the role of providing, and at times dictating, this definition.
What would it take for the Sector to achieve greater decision making power over what it is and what it does? Does the government succeed in defining the activities of the Sector in the absence of proactive Sector input?

21. The Sector has a key role to play in achieving reforms to government structures to ensure whole of government approaches to addressing social and community needs.

There is much talk about the need for whole-of-government approaches to addressing social and community needs. Is implementation of this the responsibility of government alone? If whole-of-government approaches are seen by the Sector as necessary or beneficial, what role might the Sector play in bringing this about? If better government structures could improve Sector sustainability, what is the Sector doing to ensure that government carries out reforms in ways that suit the Sector as well as government?

22. The Sector must find a pathway to social cohesion that transcends the contradictory path of conflict evident in much of the Situation Analysis.

One interviewee proposed that CSOs can be characterised according to their stance in relation to two philosophical models for achieving social wellbeing:

Model A: High degrees of participation and cooperation generate social cohesion necessary for societal prospering.

Model B: Full participation and protection of rights is achieved by adherence to a conflict model where the focus is on power relations and redressing power imbalances.

The Community Sector aspires to social cohesion (Model A), but defines this in terms of equity and justice—there tends to be a preference for the conflict model (Model B) as a pathway to achieving social cohesion.

23. Is the Community Sector’s emphasis on ameliorating suffering for those whose needs place them at the extremities, or on maximising wellbeing for all of the community?

24. Some perceive the gaining of increased government funding in reaction to “horror stories” as an inappropriate way to achieve this end. However, if the circumstances are in fact horrifying, why should this not be brought to the community’s attention? Why should this not be part of a strategy to gain increased support from the community?
25. There may be a need to broaden the concept of the Sector to include those in the for-profit sector.

Does membership of the Community Sector necessarily entail “not for profit” status, or is there room for a broader conception of the Sector? Where is the boundary? Are for-profit organisations that channel their profits back into the organisation’s mission included, for instance?

26. The Sector needs to communicate using the language and valued outcomes of business and economics to make the case for its worth.

Is the Sector prepared to adopt these additional ways of articulating the case for its value? For instance, by making the case for early intervention programs in terms of future economic benefits, and avoided costs?

27. The long term sustainability of the Sector is dependent on the successful achievement of “autonomy in relationship”.

Organisational independence was a recurring theme during the interviews: there appears to be a strong tension in the Sector between forming strong relationships and partnerships on the one hand, and maintaining independence on the other hand. Is independence the same thing as autonomy? Can any organisation (or an individual “thing” for that matter) ever be completely independent? Might it be more useful to think in terms of “autonomy-in-relationship”: i.e., to think about any organisation both as a whole in its own right, and a part of some another whole? Do Sector leaders have the capacity to think in these terms for the Sector as a whole? What implications might such thinking have for accepting present circumstances as they are, while at the same time working to make these better?

28. If research indicates that it takes years to address the roots of disadvantage is accurate, the Sector is complicit in wasting tax payer money by accepting government terms that it knows are unworkable.
In many circumstances, the government provides funding for periods that are considered to be totally inadequate. By agreeing to participate in programs that are destined to fail, what is the Sector’s responsibility for the poor outcomes? Are Sector leaders willing to acknowledge a share of the responsibility for this?
29. The Sector must find the courage to openly talk about and face the issues of power; competition; fear; and difference.

30. The Community Sector might be more effective if people’s focus was to shift away from wanting to transform society and to work instead with the “situation as it is”.

One interviewee said that “Some of our expectations around wanting a totally inclusive society are ridiculous…they are laudable, but they are not realistic.” Part of the reason the CS feels so unsustainable is because “we are seeking to do the impossible.”
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