
Ten steps for charities  
and the #indyref
During 2013, ACOSVO and the Carnegie UK Trust held a series of four  

seminars on how the independence debate, and its outcome, would impact  

on charities. During these discussions we gathered a wealth of information 

about how charities were responding, both internally and externally.  

We have summarised these as steps to be shared widely in the hope  

that they help other charities and voluntary organisations.

Read up on the 

guidance

Ask for support from 

peers and intermediary/

umbrella bodies

Engage your 

trustees 

Think through whether 

current structures are 

fi t for purpose

Brief colleagues 

in the rest of the 

UK on what you’re 

doing and why

There is no ‘correct’ 

response but there is 

an opportunity

Review 

post-Sept 2014 and 

report back to the Board

Focus on your 

benefi ciaries
BRIEF COLLEAGUES

OPPORTUNITY

REVIEW

READ UP

ASK

ENGAGE

Speak to your staff 

and volunteers

CURRENT STRUCTURES

Think about your 

funding model and how 

this might change
FUNDING MODEL

SPEAK

BENEFICIARIES



 Read up on the guidance

All elections are governed by rules and charities 
are often well aware of how to act during 
parliamentary elections. The rules for referenda 
are less well known, and many in charities in 
Scotland do not have experience of working on 
referenda. 

Guidance is specific to each referendum and the 
Electoral Commission is publishing its guidance 
for the Scottish independence referendum 
early in 2014. The Electoral Commission 
is responsible for a range of tasks in the 
referendum including registering campaigners. 
Anyone, including charities, can spend up to 
£10,000 on campaigning during the referendum 
period (30 May to 18 September 2014). If you 
plan to spend more than this, you will have 
to register with the Electoral Commission. 
More information is available at http://www.
electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/party-or-
campaigner/campaigners-in-referendums 

The other guidance charities should have 
regard to is from the Office of the Scottish 
Charities Regulator (OSCR). Following concerns 
raised by CUKT about confusion on the role of 
charities in the referendum, OSCR published 
this guidance in summer 2013. They set out 
four principles for charities in the independence 
referendum. In general, charities may take part 
in the referendum process if they can show:

•  it is advancing their charitable purposes
•  the charity’s governing document does not 

prohibit such activity
•  it is not advancing a political party
•  and, charity trustees are acting in your 

charity’s interests, and with due care and 
diligence. 

More information is available at  
http://www.oscr.org.uk/publications-and-
guidance/charities-and-the-referendum 

      Ask for support  
from peers and intermediary/
umbrella bodies

It is for each individual charity to consider how 
they want to respond to the independence 
referendum but our experience in running these 
seminars is that managers and trustees can 
learn a lot through peer-to-peer support. 

Intermediary (sometimes called umbrella) 
bodies can play an important role here. While 
there are capacity issues among smaller 
charities who are consumed solely with 
running services, umbrella bodies are more 
likely to have specific policy resources that 
can be drawn on by members for guidance 
and support. Umbrella bodies may be able 
to assist them by partnering them with larger 
charities, ensuring that they are aware of the 
potential implications of constitutional change, 
helping them to navigate the White Paper, 
and organising events for them on common 
themes or concerns which guarantee a degree 
of anonymity. Organisations that may be able 
to offer support include overarching bodies 
such as the Scottish Council for Voluntary 
Organisations and ACOSVO.

Sector or issue based umbrella bodies are also 
able to provide spaces to consider impacts 
on specific groups of beneficiaries, such as 
children, older people, people with disabilities 
and so on. The Coalition of Care and Support 
Providers in Scotland and Voluntary Action 
Scotland are examples of umbrella bodies that 
have created space for members to discuss 
these issues.

If you don’t have an appropriate intermediary 
body, call an informal meeting with other local 
charities to share issues and concerns and 
support each other. Many charities are well 
connected, especially locally, and you could 
make use of these informal networks for this.

Ten steps for charities and the #indyref
STEP #2STEP #1

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/party-or-campaigner/campaigners-in-referendums
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/party-or-campaigner/campaigners-in-referendums
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/party-or-campaigner/campaigners-in-referendums
http://www.oscr.org.uk/publications-and-guidance/charities-and-the-referendum
http://www.oscr.org.uk/publications-and-guidance/charities-and-the-referendum


 Engage your trustees 

The OSCR guidance highlights the importance 
of charity trustees in making decisions about 
what type of involvement, if any, to have in the 
independence referendum and in discussing 
the impact of any further constitutional 
change. As with all issues of strategic 
importance, it is essential that trustees debate 
the issues involved for the organisation before 
any activity is undertaken.

For some organisations, 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. 
This doesn’t have to necessarily be a long  
and arduous task, as the case study from 
Citizens Advice Scotland shows. 
 

Citizen’s Advice Scotland (CAS)

CAS has a partnership agreement with the UK Government’s Department of Business 
Innovation and Skills, and is responsible for delivering services which relate to the work of 
other government departments, e.g. Department of Work and Pensions and the Scottish 
Government in relation to energy, poverty, communities, welfare reform, and consumer affairs. 

CAS is undergoing a period of significant organisational change as it is taking over the 
remit of Consumer Futures (Scotland), the Extra Help Unit, and recently has established 
a Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline and broadened its advocacy out to include a 
greater focus on consumer affairs. In the midst of this large change project there has 
been a constraint on the amount of time that the organisation has been able to expend 
considering the impact of constitutional reform. 

A Charitable Concern? helped them think about 
potential constitutional change. The constitutional 
debate has however had an immediate impact on 
operations. It has meant spending more time in 
London, maintaining relationships with the DWP 
and key stakeholders and funding bodies. 

Until it is clearer what a constitutional  
settlement for independence might look like  
CAS is taking a risk management approach  
and assessing the probability, impact and 
proximity of any constitutional change on the 
organisation. CAS has also clearly  
communicated that the organisation is 
remaining neutral within the debate.

CASE STUDY 1: 
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 Think through  
whether current structures  
are fit for purpose

To prepare for possible constitutional change, 
charities must consider whether current 
governance, structures and funding are fit for 
purpose for different constitutional scenarios. 
Charities must be agile and responsive; as the 
needs of their members and beneficiaries may 
well change with the political landscape. 

Charity governing structures and operating 
areas do not have to follow constitutional 
ones (CUKT is a Scottish Charity that operates 
across UK and Ireland for example). But 
there may be reasons to explore whether 
your current structure is working well. 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 
question seriously if they are currently fit for 
purpose in meeting their beneficiaries’ needs. 
Participants recognised that the political 
environment has changed, and will continue 
to change, irrespective of the outcome of the 
referendum, and for many it has provided 
the opportunity to discuss and implement 
governance that is fit for purpose. 

 Think about your 
funding model and how  
this might change

There was much discussion about how further 
constitutional change could affect charity 
finances. For some charities the debate had 
led them to consider if their funding model 
is sustainable. For example, if charities are 
funded by the UK Government it is not clear 
if funding will necessarily be forthcoming 
from the Scottish Government in the event of 
constitutional change. 

A large number of charities are dependent on 
funding from the Big Lottery Fund Scotland. 
Scottish Government plans for the future 
of the National Lottery in an independent 
Scotland are proposed in the White Paper on 
independence. The clarification of the Scottish 
Government’s intention for the Big Lottery to 
continue in Scotland following independence 
was welcome. 

Concerns had also been raised throughout 
about the attitudes and approaches of UK 
funding organisations. Much apprehension 
appears anecdotal but there were challenges 
too for UK funders to be more transparent 
about their current level of funding in Scotland 
and approach to further constitutional change. 

If you are concerned about the potential 
impact on funding, ask your current funders for 
information on whether they think their approach 
might change. Funders should be prepared to 
confirm their areas of benefit now and if they 
envisage change in the event of a yes vote.

Carnegie UK Trust (CUKT)

During 2012 the CUKT became involved 
in research and policy development on 
how charities were approaching the 
independence referendum. The Board 
felt that while this was an important 
role, they did not wish to engage 
directly in campaigning for or against 
independence. To avoid confusion, the 
Trust issued a short position statement 
to staff and trustees:

The Carnegie UK Trust has a long history 
of work to support healthy democracy 
and active citizenship. We will continue 
to support debate and deliberation 
in Scotland during the period 2013 
and 2014. We take no position on the 
relative advantages or disadvantages of 
independence for Scotland.

CASE STUDY 2: 
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 Speak to your staff  
and volunteers

The independence referendum stirs strong 
emotions amongst many in Scotland and 
staff and volunteers may be unclear about 
what the implications are for the organisation 
and the people it seeks to help. The charity 
leaders that came to our sessions felt it was 
important that staff had the opportunity to 
air any concerns about the organisation’s 
approach to the independence referendum. 

A clear position statement minimises the 
risk of staff having conversations about the 
referendum without knowing the charity’s 
position. Many of the charities involved in our 
discussion sessions responded positively to the 
suggestion of a statement of neutrality. 

 Focus on your 
beneficiaries

Charities based in Scotland are diverse, from 
small local organisations to large national and 
UK-wide organisations. Those who donate 
to a charity, use its services, or otherwise 
benefit from them, may be concerned about 
what the organisation is doing in relation to 
the independence referendum or how the 
organisation would change in the event of 
further constitutional change.

When we spoke to charities it was clear  
that they found the conversation on 
implications of constitutional change easier 
when they were focused on what it would 
mean for their beneficiaries. For some 
charities, it may be appropriate to consult  

Diabetes UK Scotland

Diabetes UK Scotland is moving through a process of internal, organisational discussion 
on the impact of potential further constitutional change and how it may impact on the 
delivery of the charity’s aims and objectives. The main focus is to ensure that the charity is 
scanning the external environment for key factors, like constitutional change, and is ready 
and resilient to ensure services and delivery to people with diabetes are achieved.

They operate an engagement cycle ensuring that beneficiaries’ views are fed through to 
the information the decision making bodies of the charity receive. They see the issue of 
responding to the environment in Scotland as being an embedded part of discussion with 
beneficiaries. This means that understanding how people feel about the referendum has 
been sought through existing communication and engagement channels as they would for 
any other key factor that could impact on the work of the charity - 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.

To address these concerns Diabetes UK Scotland has included the independence 
referendum as an on-going part of their work on scanning the external environment 
– as they would any other key political, social, economic or technical factor. They offer 
signposting which directs service users who are confused about the debate to relevant 
points of information such as advice on how to register to vote or the key websites that 
cover the issues.  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. For 
example, ensuring that people who have complications of diabetes, like retinopathy or an 
amputation, can access voting. While the charity does not see a role in advocating their 
beneficiaries’ personal views, they can advocate that their voice is heard.

CASE STUDY 3: 

STEP #6 STEP #7



with users and members on the approach  
and its implications. It is good practice to  
keep a file of issues that you think are  
relevant to your beneficiaries that arise,  
this will help you if you need to respond 
quickly to an issue (internally or externally)  
and to spot any trends in the issues being 
raised. The Diabetes UK Scotland case  
study shows how one organisation  
managed this process. 

The charity leaders we spoke to agreed that 
the independence referendum presents an 
opportunity to improve the citizenship of 
beneficiaries, and that charities could have  
a role to play in getting their service 
users’ views into the mainstream debate. 
For example, The Workers’ Educational 
Association (WEA) has developed political 
literacy tools on the journey to devolution  
for use in the community, which they have  
also been using internally to create space 
to discuss the independence referendum 
with staff and trustees. The WEA sees the 
independence referendum as an opportunity 
for charities to have discussions about 
democratic control and explore issues of 
empowerment, self-determination, and  
asset based thinking. It also offers space  
for reflection and forward thinking on  
issues that affect people across the UK  
and for engaging with people to help them  
to overcome disadvantage.

 Brief colleagues in the 
rest of the UK on what you’re 
doing and why

Our fourth seminar focused specifically on the 
links between Scottish organisations and their 
UK counterparts. There is growing awareness 
that the impact of constitutional change is 
not limited to charities based only in Scotland 
but may also be felt by operations based in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. It is 
critical therefore that UK counterparts in cross 
border charities are engaged in planning for 
constitutional change. 

UK partner institutions, including funders, 
beneficiaries and government departments are 
also likely to be affected and should be similarly 
engaged. Some were concerned that a Scottish 
voice on reserved matters was being lost.

Many participants were concerned that 
English colleagues were not fully aware of the 
implications of existing as well as possible 
further changes. While 59% of UK charities 
have Scottish trustees or a Scottish Committee 
it leaves a large minority who do not. UK 
charities must consider if these are sufficient 
controls and information for enabling charities 
to understand the political landscape in 
Scotland. The steps in this briefing apply as 
much to our UK counterparts, not just for 
those based in Scotland.

STEP #8

2014 Matters

Some charity leaders expressed an interest in taking forward debates on Scotland’s future 
but were unsure about acting alone. In a recent development, a group of environmental 
charities have joined together to run a programme of events, workshops and online 
discussions. 2014 Matters will run throughout the year asking what place the environment, 
poverty and global justice have in Scotland’s Future and exploring how Scotland can make 
the world a better place. The website clearly states that the organisers have no view on the 
outcome of the referendum but are passionate about global justice and believe we must 
take the opportunity to take part a conversation about Scotland’s future. 

CASE STUDY 4: 
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 There is no  
‘correct’ response but there  
is an opportunity

In our original survey, we found that very few 
charities expected to take a position for or 
against the question in the 2014 referendum 
“Should Scotland be an independent 
country?”. Our discussion sessions have 
confirmed that finding; however, many 
still want to get involved. We heard about 
a wide variety of potential responses, 
including no engagement at all. Some 
charities were gearing up to take on a role 
of questioning the two campaigns on how 
their constitutional settlement would impact 
on their beneficiaries. The experience of 
the Scottish Refugee Council (Case Study 5) 
shows how this can be done in a well received 
and balanced way. This type of balanced 
approach that asked questions about both 
the visions presented by the ‘Better Together’ 
and ‘Yes’ campaigns was seen by many to 
be the best way to maintain a neutral, policy 
focused position. Others saw the debate as 
a way to put across their vision for Scotland’s 
future and how that best meets their 
beneficiaries’ needs.

If you’re not sure how your charity or your 
beneficiaries would be affected, you can ask 
the campaigns for their views. Representatives 
from both campaigns have spoken at events 
and to small groups of the charity sector. For 
example, Voluntary Action Scotland invited 
both campaigns to respond to questions 
during their annual conference in 2013. They 
focused on how each campaign’s vision of a 
future Scotland would strengthen the third 
sector.  

   Review post-Sept 2014 
and report back to the Board

Our original research and subsequent 
discussions found that many charities were 
unsure of how much preparation to do in 
advance of the referendum vote itself. For 
those with limited staff capacity, there are 
often more pressing issues in terms of user 
needs and funding short-falls. Regardless of 
the approach taken before September 2014, 
it will be important for charity trustees to set 
aside time after the vote to explore whether 
the outcome has any direct effect on their 
activities or governance.

Scottish Refugee Council (SRC)

In January 2013 SRC published the results of 11 months of careful research: Improving the 
Lives of Refugees in Scotland after the Referendum: An Appraisal of the Options. The report 
assesses refugee policy options in three potential scenarios: status quo, Devolution – Plus 
and an independent Scotland. The report makes recommendations within each scenario. 

SRC took care to ensure that report was credible and evidence based. An expert panel was 
convened and the report was balanced and neutral in tone. A statement outlining SRCs 
non- partisan position was issued in 2012. 

While SRC were clear that, as a charity, they did not have a view on the outcome of the 
referendum they recognised a window of opportunity to use the charity’s knowledge 
and experience to influence the debate about future refugee and asylum policy in a 
non-partisan way. The report has received a positive response. SRC have met with both 
the Scottish Government and the Home Office to discuss the recommendations. Despite 
careful planning, the report has not as yet received much media interest.

CASE STUDY 5: 

STEP #9

STEP #10
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The Carnegie UK Trust and ACOSVO would like to thank all those who participated in the 
seminars and who spoke openly and honestly about their organisations approach to the 
independence referendum.  We are grateful to Jane Ryder for chairing each of the four events.  

Full reports of each of the four events are available on both the Carnegie UK Trust website 
and ACOSVO website.  
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