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A Charitable Concern? 
 

How Charities in Scotland are preparing for the potential for constitutional change: a 
series of discussions 

 
Session 2: Beneficiaries Concerns  

27th August 2013, Andrew Carnegie House Dunfermline  
 
1. Introduction  

 This is the second of a series of seminars on the charities in Scotland and constitutional change. 

 The session was chaired by Jane Ryder, former Chief Executive of OSCR, and was attended by 
17 delegates representing large and small charities with a range of structures and remits.  

 This session focused on the issues for charity beneficiaries regarding potential further 
constitutional change, and how charities can support user groups and beneficiaries to have a 
voice in the debate and to get their issues on to the agenda. 
 

2. Jane-Claire Judson, National Director of Diabetes UK Scotland 
The session began with a presentation from Jane-Claire Judson, National Director, Diabetes UK 
Scotland.  Key points were: 

 Diabetes UK Scotland has undergone a process of internal, organisational discussion on the 
impact of potential further constitutional change followed by engagement with their 
beneficiaries. The internal process has been essential before the charity discussed constitutional 
change with its beneficiaries. 

 They have kept at the core their aims and objectives, which are supporting those in Scotland 
with diabetes to live a high quality life.  

 Putting the independence referendum on the charity’s risk register has helped to focus the 
minds of Trustees as being something to take account of, and has de-politicised the issue. 

 Diabetes UK Scotland began by carrying out a horizon scanning exercise on charities and the 
independence referendum, including the Carnegie UK Trust report A Charitable Concern? , the 
OSCR guidance for charity trustees on the referendum on independence for Scotland, the 
Institute of Fundraising Scotland, social media, the Festival of Politics, the media, academia and 
the Common Weal. 

 The charity produced a think piece to inform their approach to the independence referendum. 
This included basic information on the language of the debate, such as ‘independence’ and 
‘home rule’ and the options between ‘going it alone’ and ‘sticking together’. The think piece 
went on to analyse the current core impacts, functions and services of the charity, its decision 

making, governance and income, and the implications for the four nations of the UK. The think 
piece was clear that ‘no change is not an option’, as devolution is a process not an outcome.  

 Changes following the think piece include agreeing to develop a clear Scottish strategy and a 
plan agreed by the Board. The plan includes clarity on the decisions made at a Scottish and UK 
level and guidelines for delegation in planning, manpower and finance. The requirements for 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/a-charitable-concern
http://www.oscr.org.uk/media/433188/2013-07-22_referendum_guidance_for_publication_final.pdf
http://www.institute-of-fundraising.org.uk/groups/national-scotland/
http://reidfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/The-Common-Weal.pdf
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developing a set of Scottish accounts will be prepared and a fundraising strategy for Scotland 
will be devised. Evidence on the charity’s funding and impact in Scotland will be gathered and 
the messaging will be considered so that service users identify with Diabetes UK Scotland. 

 Diabetes UK Scotland operates an engagement cycle linking beneficiaries to the decision 
making process, but making clear where the decision making lies within the charity has been 
important for external discussions about potential constitutional change.  Specific engagement 
on the independence referendum has included gathering soft evidence by asking the right 
questions and having open ended discussions with beneficiaries; always linking back to the 
service users and the charity’s aims. 

 They found that their beneficiaries’ concerns about possible constitutional change relate both 
to the charity itself and whether the concerns of beneficiaries are on the wider political agenda. 

Beneficiaries’ concerns include whether aligning the charity’s governance and organisational 
structures with constitutional ones is appropriate, the role of staff, volunteers, fundraisers and 
members, what the different options for constitutional change mean, and how volatile the 
political environment feels. During this process they uncovered a large number of assumptions 
about what further constitutional change may or may not mean for the charity and its 
beneficiaries.  

 To address these concerns Diabetes UK Scotland has made the independence referendum an 
on-going part of their communications plan. They offer signposting which directs service users 
who are confused about the debate to relevant points of information. For vulnerable service 
users, the task will be ensuring that their voice is heard in the debate and in particular making 
sure they are able to exercise their vote. While the charity does not feel it can advocate their 
beneficiaries’ personal views, they can advocate that their voice is heard.  

 The key messages Diabetes UK Scotland has for charities are: 
o organisations should  remain clear in their aims and engaging in the referendum 

debate is about focusing that activity on delivering the organisations aims; 
o to allow internal discussion on the independence referendum with staff and Trustees to 

air concerns; 
o to be clear that devolution is a process not an one-off event, no change to the current 

political system is not an option; 
o to be clear that the debate is not about which political outcome is ‘better’ or ‘worse’, it 

is about navigating the outcome; 
o to stay within the parameters set by OSCR for engaging in the debate. 

 
3. Roundtable discussions 
The group split in two to discuss beneficiaries concerns, how beneficiaries currently have a voice in and 
for their charity, and how this could be improved. 
 
The main discussion points are summarised below: 
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Complex, difficult and different for all 
 Participants recognised that organisations in the third sector are varied in terms of who their 

beneficiaries are and their organisational structures. Each organisation will need to consider the 
impacts of further constitutional change for themselves, and while checklists and peer learning 
are helpful, there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution. 

 Organisations can be multifaceted, working over national and sometimes international borders 
and addressing complex questions over a number of issues. It was generally agreed that 
potential constitutional change is a question for charities across the UK, not just those based in 
Scotland or their Scottish offices. Transparent discussions are necessary in Boardrooms across 
the UK and Ireland. 

 The difficulty of brand and identity in the context of the independence referendum was 
discussed. Branding which includes ‘UK’ or ‘British’ could potentially lead to assumptions from 
the public and beneficiaries, and charities are in danger of being perceived externally as 
aligning themselves with a particular campaign.  Similarly, being ‘Scottish’ may have the same 
outcome.  Where charities have decided to be neutral in the referendum debate, clear and 
transparent messaging is important. 

 
Working for beneficiaries in an uncertain world 

 Many participants expressed concern at being seen as either for or against independence.  Few 
saw proactive campaigning for a particular outcome as part of their remit. 

 They did however see a role for themselves in setting out the issues for their beneficiaries and 
helping them understand some of the issues being discussed in the campaigns. Sometimes this 
was a proactive role for the charity, for others it was seen as being about signposting to 
authoritative sources of information.  

 There was general agreement that engagement in the independence debate and planning for 
its outcomes is difficult. It was widely recognised that independence would give the Scottish 
Government the power to take more decisions, but that the political outcomes of this were far 
from certain.  It is therefore difficult for many charities to determine whether independence 
would be ‘better’ or ‘worse’.   

 While support was given for engaging directly with beneficiaries to understand their concerns 
and issues, a number of participants raised the issue of how to seek beneficiaries’ views on the 
debate without the charity itself taking a policy position.  

 On a more positive note, while the outcomes of independence for beneficiaries are uncertain, it 
was generally agreed that it is an opportunity for charities to make changes to brand, identity, 
and strategy, and to test out new ideas and ways of working. The referendum can be seen as an 
opportunity to consider how charities will work over the next five or ten years and to seriously 
question if they are currently fit for purpose in meeting their beneficiaries’ needs.  

 
Citizenship and the role of charities 

 Participants agreed that the independence referendum presents an opportunity to improve the 
citizenship of beneficiaries, and that charities have a role to play in getting their service users’ 
views into the mainstream debate. 

 Many work with and on behalf of vulnerable citizens and are concerned that these citizens  may 
not be able to take part in the referendum vote, either directly through accessibility issues or 
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indirectly through a lack of information.  Some saw a proactive role here in supporting 
beneficiaries to exercise their democratic rights. 

 
Funding 

 Charities are themselves often beneficiaries of funding from other charities (i.e. Trusts and 
Foundations).  There was general agreement on the need for clarity and transparency on what 
possible constitutional change would mean for fundraising for both Scottish based charities 
those with offices across the UK.  

 The importance given to the issue among different organisations in the third sector was noted. 
While organisations with some presence in Scotland appear to be recognising its importance, 
there were concerns about the actions and awareness of UK (and particularly London-based) 
organisations.  

 Some of the participants noted that independence for Scotland had the potential to make clear 
the jurisdictions in which different charities could fundraise. A number of organisations have 
informal agreements with others on the areas in which they will concentrate their fundraising 
efforts, and constitutional change could result in renewed competition between charities. 

 
Sharing learning 

 Some participants noted that although these seminars and notes from the sessions are 
welcome, more could be done to share learning on engagement in the independence debate by 
the third sector. 

 There was broad agreement from participants that there is scope for charities to work together. 
While the issue may not be as high on the agenda for some organisations as for others, 
participants agreed that it feels like there is only a short period of time to prepare for possible 
constitutional change, and that a shared resource would help them to feel safe in their 
engagement in the debate. 

 One possibility discussed was   standard toolkit of options for charities, such as submitting think 
pieces or proposals on the issue to their Board, putting the independence referendum on their 
risk register, and preparing a statement on the organisation’s position, would be welcome. 
Another possibility is   preparing and sharing a ‘top 10 tips’ for charities and their Trustees 
which  would support charities to navigate the debate and engage with their colleagues in other 
parts of the UK and Ireland, where relevant.  

 
4. Next Steps 

 It was agreed that the format of the seminars to date works well and would be continued for 
the final two seminars. The next seminar which will focus on sector concerns  will include a  
representative from a grant making body  

 The next session will take place on 24 October 2013 at Andrew Carnegie House, Dunfermline. 
 The final seminar will take place on 4 December 2013 at Tods Murray, Edinburgh: this will bring 

together leaders from North and South of the Border.  
 


