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The Benevolent Society

Background

The Benevolent Society is Australia's oldest non‑profit organisation. Established in 1813, it provides a range of services grouped under four broad headings ‑ Ageing, Children, Social Leadership and Women's Health. It is a public benevolent institution operating as a company limited by guarantee. In ‑1999/2000 it provided services for over 11 000 clients, delivered by approximately 500 staff and had an annual operating budget of $20 million.

Purpose

The Benevolent Society's purpose is to address outstanding social need by driving social innovation and creating social capital.

Approach

The Benevolent Society is convinced of the need to respond innovatively to people and communities experiencing disadvantage and social marginalisation. It is also convinced of the need to move away from the mindset which sees the care and support of people in need as being solely the responsibility of 'welfare' organisations,, acting for, but often relatively separate from, the community as a whole. The traditional approach to addressing social needs has often meant that individuals and families feel isolated and passive recipients of services. It also confines the role of the wider community to merely making financial contributions to service organisations. It largely disengages the corporate sector from actively contributing and has clearly not halted the increased level of disadvantage experienced by individuals and communities.

Further, whilst the Society has a proud history of providing food, cash relief and shelter to needy children and adults, it has moved away from this more traditional welfare approach and now provides a diverse and complex range of services, including some aimed at early intervention and broad community education.

Responding to the current social and economic environment

The Benevolent Society has adopted a social capital approach as a far more effective way of responding to the current social and economic environment.

This has meant:

•
actively seeking to engage a broad range of individuals and organisations in the work of the Society, including partnerships with corporates.

•
establishing a Centre for Social Leadership, an area outside the traditional purview of non‑profit 'welfare' organisations.
•
establishing Endeavour ‑ a few paying service for anyone requiring additional support in the home. Clients include older people, dementia sufferers, people with disabilities or illnesses, new mothers and carers.
•

increasing the diversity of sources of funding. .
•
an increased focus on early intervention and prevention, particularly in children's services.

•
undertaking a feasibility study to support social innovation and social entrepreneurs

The need to support social entrepreneurs ‑ the drivers of social innovation

As indicated above, The Benevolent Society is convinced of the need to drive innovation in the social sector. Many of the old ways of doing things are no longer effective in addressing the increasingly complex and interconnected issues facing society.

Social innovation however, doesn't 'just happen'. It requires social entrepreneurs. ‑ pattern changing thinkers ‑ who have the visionary leadership, creative energy and practical skills to bring an innovation all the way through to implementation. Historically social entrepreneurs have not been encouraged in Australia and the rate of innovation and entrepreneurship in the social sector has considerably lagged behind that of business. Further, social enterprises do not sit easily within definitions developed in a very different social and economic context.

Internationally, there are a growing number of organisations who are driving and supporting social entrepreneurs and social innovation ‑ the Community Action Network (CAN) in the United Kingdom and Ashoka in the United States are two examples. They are making some important strides in addressing issues such as poverty, particularly at the local community level and draw on a diverse range of funding sources. Conceptually these organisations sit outside of historical definitions of 'charity'.

Simultaneously, new ways of financing the social sector are emerging. In the United States in particular, there is an increase in new loan and credit funds, in venture philanthropy foundations and in venture capital funds which is opening up new possibilities for the social sector. Again, some of these options sit outside of historical definitions of 'charity'.,

Good examples of social innovation, social enterprises and social entrepreneurial thinking do exist in Australia, but there is currently no central focus for developing and sustaining them. The Benevolent Society would argue that this needs to be addressed if we are to more effectively respond to entrenched poverty and a range of other social issues. The recently released Final Report of the Welfare Reform Group also noted that social entrepreneurs have an important role to play in this regard.

The Benevolent Society is currently developing a major proposal to help drive the development of social innovation and social entrepreneurship in Australia. It would include the functions of network services, enterprise development and venture financing and be undertaken in partnership with a small but diverse group of organisations and individuals.

Existing definitions of charities and related organisations
The existing definitions of charities and related organisations were developed for a very different social and economic environment. Whilst they have contributed to the development of a strong 'charity' sector in Australia, they belong to a period where organisations were more easily defined and fitted into one rather limited 'category'; a time where the lines between different organisations were more absolute; and where the responsibility for'the needy' was largely seen as the responsibility of 'welfare' organisations.
Today, organisations like the Benevolent Society, are entering into partnerships with a range of diverse players, they are expanding their sources of funds, including fee‑for‑service arrangements and seeking to drive social innovations by supporting social entrepreneurs ‑ the last in particular, well outside the 'traditional' understanding of 'charitable functions'. In addition, organisations like the Benevolent Society are investing considerable resources in developing intervention and prevention strategies, given the significant international research that indicates its efficacy in addressing many social issues. Increasingly organisations such as the Benevolent Society are providing an integrated continuum of services and are structurally becoming more complex in nature.

Enhancing existing definitions of charities and related organisations
The above comments on the nature of contemporary organisations like the Benevolent Society and the environment in which they are operating is evidence that if there is to be any change of definitions, for more ore restrictive definitions. Drawing more rigid and relatively arbitrary boundaries around organisations is not an appropriate response to an increasingly complex operational environment. To introduce a more restrictive range of definitions is likely to subsequently" limit the capacity of a significant number of organisations, to contribute to individual and community wellbeing.
Further, the application of any enhanced definitions should complement, rather than negate, other Government policy emphases, such as the encouragement of community and business partnerships, a focus on early intervention and support of innovation and social entrepreneurs. It clearly makes little sense to have some policies which actively support community-business partnerships and another range of policies which act as disincentives for such partnerships.

Given the complex economic and social environment operating in Australia, and the likelihood that it will be more complex rather than less in the future, it is also unlikely that a single codified definition will be adequate. This is particularly true in dealing with social enterprises which as indicated above, are increasingly seen as making a significant contribution to enhance individual and community wellbeing.
The Benevolent Society would also argue that a broader definition that includes preventative approaches is required.. ‑ Definitions which aim merely at direct relief are no longer in keeping with international research on the most effective ways of addressing social need. Similarly, advocacy should be seen as a legitimate and valuable part of an active civil democracy, and thus the Benevolent Society would see the benefit of broadening the definition to include such activities.

Further, the Benevolent Society would argue that the application of any definition should involve a holistic assessment of an organisation's activities ‑rather than a piecemeal examination of the activities of its different organisational parts. Modem non‑profits function as diverse but integrated units and should be treated as such, rather than having various components hived off for separate examination and treatment. It is the Benevolent Society's firm view that the existing arrangements which look at the nature of the whole organisation, rather than its various parts, allow the Society to maximise the contribution it is making to addressing outstanding social need. Any changes which resulted in various parts of its organisation being treated differentially would result in a diminution in its overall contribution to community wellbeing
In addition an important part of applying any such definition should include how any funds in excess of operating expenses are distributed and used. The Benevolent Society would argue that in terms of the contribution made to community wellbeing, there is significantly more to be gained from a non‑profit which is reinvesting any excess resources in the community, compared to those organisation which are required to distribute such resources to shareholders or the like.

