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Introduction

The Carnegie United Kingdom 
Trust works to improve the 
lives of people throughout the 
UK and Ireland, by changing 
minds through influencing 
policy, and by changing lives 
through innovative practice and 
partnership work.

With a remit in its Trust Deed 
and Royal Charter to address 
the wellbeing of people 
throughout the UK and 
Ireland, the Trust is interested 
in citizen empowerment and 
engagement in all levels of 
public debate.

Background

The main cause of the 
financial crisis in 2008 has 
been widely debated. Some 
commentators have blamed 
our banks for the speculative 
bubble in the housing market or 
excessive lending, while others 
have found fault with the 
Government’s management 
of fiscal, monetary, tax and 
regulatory policies. However, 
while the arguments about the 
cause and the effect of the 
recession have differed, the 
debate has been dominated 
by the same economists, 

academics, and policymakers. 
Some of the very voices 
we would expect to be full 
participants in the public 
debate about our economy 
have been missing. The Trust 
is concerned that a lack of 
knowledge and expertise on 
economics has left critical 
voices and perspectives under-
represented and reduced the 
quality of public debate.

In 2010 the Commission of 
Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society in the UK and 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/dec/15/recession-bankers-economists-ignoring-history
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/4213511/Recession-Borrowing-caused-the-crisis-it-cannot-be-the-solution.html
http://www.cityam.com/article/recession-made-downing-street-not-caused-cuts


3 ECONOMIC LITERACY TRAINING FOR CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS

Ireland called for financial 
literacy among individuals to 
be strengthened in the Trust’s 
report Making Good Society, 
arguing that the public suffers 
when it lacks knowledge of 
economics and finance. More 
recently, research conducted for 
the Trust’s Global Rules, Local 
Rulers discussion paper found 
that there were significant 
issues around the current 
level of public knowledge and 
understanding of economics in 
the third sector. This is a cause 
for concern, as a key finding of 
the research was that citizens 
“depend on rigorous public 
debate to both understand 
and regulate the operation of 
international economic policy. 
The world of intergovernmental 
institutions, trade negotiations 
and ministerial conferences can 
appear all too distant – and all 
too disconnected – without an 
ongoing public dialogue”. 

To explore this further, the 
Trust commissioned Demos 
to research the current level 
of economic literacy held by 
two groups key to the public 

debate – those in civil society 
organisations and UK-based 
journalists - and the training 
available to these groups. 
The research was conducted 
by Demos’ Associate Chris 
Tryhorn.

For the purposes of 
this research the Trust 
defined economic literacy 
as an understanding of 
macroeconomics, in particular 
the value, principles and rules of 
trade, the role of national and 
international institutions, and 
concepts such as GDP, which 
would allow participation in a 
well-rounded economic debate. 
This briefing concentrates on 
the current level of economic 
literacy and provision of 
relevant training for those 
in civil society organisations, 
in particular members of 
the upper management tier 
of larger charities, NGOs or 
trade unions, and the Chief 
Executives, Directors or 
General Secretaries of smaller 
organisations. 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2010/making-good-society
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/global-rules,-local-rulers--a-discussion-paper
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/global-rules,-local-rulers--a-discussion-paper
http://www.demos.co.uk/
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The need for economic literacy training

A small number of semi-
structured interviews were 
conducted with representatives 
of civil society leaders to 
determine the current level of 
economic literacy held by the 
sector. The key findings from 
the interviews with those with 
a background in civil society 
were:

•	 Economic literacy varies in 
this highly diverse sector. 
The size and scope of 
the organisations which 
make up civil society, 
the backgrounds of the 
leaders within it, and their 
confidence to engage 
in the public debate 
vary widely. The need 
to improve economic 
literacy rates may not be 
immediately relevant or 
of value to all civil society 
leaders.

•	 For the civil society leaders 
that do require some 
level of economic literacy, 

their understanding of 
macroeconomics needs to 
improve in order for them 
to be fully effective in 
policy circles. The danger 
of low levels of economic 
literacy in civil society is that 
organisations can become 
involved in popular political 
protests and sloganeering, 
which do not have an 
effective input to the policy 
process.

•	 The benefit of economic 
literacy training, and 
subsequent demand for 
such a course, in a sector 
which has fewer financial 
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resources than previously 
was questioned. The need 
to become increasingly 
expert in their own issue 
areas in order to provide 
services or campaign 
effectively is a priority in a 
time of austerity.

•	 There is a culture of 
training among civil society 

Interviews were also 
conducted with organisations 
currently providing 
macroeconomic training, which 
was supported by desk-based 
research on the availability 
of general macroeconomic 
training across the UK and 
Ireland. In mapping the 
provision of training, the key 
findings were:

•	 There is limited training 
on economics which is 
targeted specifically at 
civil society organisations. 
The only resources in this 

Provision of economic literacy training

area that civil society 
interviewees were aware 
of are briefings provided 
by the New Economics 
Foundation. The 
interviewees were focused 
on provision of training 
in London and were 
unaware of other training 
programmes in other parts 
of the UK and Ireland, such 
as the economic master 
classes for voluntary and 
community groups by 
the Centre for Economic 
Empowerment, hosted by 
NICVA.

organisations and its 
value is recognised, with 
a number of courses on, 
for example, policy and 
campaigns, information 
and communications, and 
human resources, targeted 
at the sector.
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•	 General economics training 
courses are available through 
public channels, such as 
adult education centres, 
University short courses, 
online or distance learning, 
adult summer schools and 
public lectures. Options for 
professional training include 
University training and in-
house corporate training.

•	 The existing provision of 
general macroeconomics 
training is highly 
varied, piecemeal, and 
overwhelmingly London-
centric. It is also limited in 
its reach and scope.
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Conclusions

The highly diverse nature of 
the size, focus, and scope of 
the organisations which make 
up civil society and the varied 
backgrounds of its leaders 
mean that there is a range of 
different levels of economic 
literacy in the sector. This 
diversity means that civil 
society leaders cannot be 
considered as a single group 
when considering the need 
to improve their economic 
knowledge and understanding, 
their ability to take part in a 
well-rounded economic debate, 
and their confidence to do so.

The range of leaders in the 
sector, the issues they work 
on, and policies they seek to 
change is so vast that the 
benefits of economic literacy 
training to this group can be 
unclear, and will affect demand 
in a sector that has less money 
than it did previously. However, 
there is scope to build on the 
culture of training within civil 
society organisations and to fill 

the void of economics training 
across the UK and Ireland 
that is targeted specifically 
at the sector. The challenge 
for a training provider would 
be to deliver training that 
is bespoke and practical for 
the different groups within 
this heterogeneous sector 
in order to be of value. The 
training provider would need to 
consult with the sector about 
the knowledge gaps of the 
different groups, for example, 
organised by issue area or size 
of organisation, what they 
would require from the training, 
and if funding was available 
within the sector to deliver this.

The Trust would like to continue 
the discussion on the need for 
economic literacy training for 
civil society leaders versus the 
demand in the sector. For more 
information on the Trust’s work 
in this area or to discuss the 
themes in this briefing please 
contact Lauren Pennycook, 
Policy Officer.

mailto:laurenp%40carnegieuk.org?subject=
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