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1

The initiative and its organizers1
“No one should be without a bed to sleep on, a cooker to cook on or a sofa to sit on, wherever
they live in the UK.” (FRN mission statement)

This report analyses The Furniture Re-use Network (FRN) as an example of social innovation that
combines re-use, charitable activities and the provision of employment for vulnerable groups. The
Furniture Re-use Network is the leading representative of the social economy re-use sector in the UK.
It is an umbrella organisation, established in 1989, supporting and coordinating a network of over 300
independent furniture and electrical appliance re-use organisations across the UK. About 250 of these
organisations, often called re-use charities, are located in England. Today the FRN represents a large
share of all individual re-use centres2. In 2014-15 The UK wide FRN network employs over 4,700 staff,
supports around 49,000 people through volunteering and training. Combined, the FRN members reach
about 950,000 low-income households, saving them an estimated £ 382 million on basic goods through
the re-use of about 3 million items, mainly furniture and electrical equipment. The sector diverts about
103,000 tonnes from landfill saving 110,000 tonnes of CO2 (FRN, 2015). In 2013 the turnover for the
whole sector was approximately £ 80 million, about € 101 million3.
The FRN is one of the networks that pioneered policy advocacy on re-use, waste reduction and social
employment at the European level. It is a founding member of Rreuse4, an umbrella organization for
national and regional networks of organizations that combine environmental goals and social
employment. One of their important achievements was to integrate references to re-use in the
European Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive5.
FRN is not a ‘new’ social innovation. It is already an established network of organisations. However,
while it has maintained a big niche, it has not yet reached its full potential in steering the mainstream
economy and policies towards a cradle-to-cradle and a sharing economy that is sensitive to vulnerable
groups. Furthermore, in the current context of austerity politics there is a renewed interest for its
charitable work. At the same time businesses and policy makers are looking for ways to reduce waste

1

This report is based on document analysis and in-depth interviews. More information about methods used can
be found in Kazepov et al., 2014 (accessible via http://improve-research.eu/). When information is drawn
directly from one of the interviews, or when one of the interviewees is quoted it will be referred to as (I:
Alias of the respondent). The respondents allowed the researchers to use an alias that discloses their
affiliation to the organisation. Appendix I provides an overview of all interviewees. The authors want to
express their gratitude to the interviewees for their valuable input. This report should be regarded as a
snapshot, based on the interviews that were conducted between October 2014 and March 2015.
2
Exact numbers about the re-use centres involved in poverty alleviation and improving life chances are difficult
to obtain, as they are not all part of the network. Also, several large charities such as the salvation army
and Oxfam, who do facilitate re-use activities are not regarded here as re-use organisations as their
objectives and/or operation is fundamentally different from those of FRN members (see also Curran &
Williams, 2010).
3
www.frn.org.uk (Last accessed 12-11-2015).
4
http://www.rreuse.org/t3/ (Last accessed 12-11-2015).
5
The WEEE Directive is the European Community directive 2002/96/EC on waste electrical and electronic
equipment (WEEE), which became European Law in February 2003.
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and organize re-use. As such the work of the FRN and its members remains a promising avenue for
social innovation.
FRN members can still be regarded as innovative in the way they combine the aim to alleviate material
poverty (poverty alleviation goals) with the promotion of more ecological and durable use of materials
(environmental goals) and work experience opportunities for people with low chances on the labour
market (employment related goals). In general and historically, within the FRN primacy is given to the
charitable objective of providing basic goods to poor households, but members pursue these goals in
different ways (I: Director FRN). In order to pursue these goals, furniture re-use charities engage in a
wide variety of activities with different actors across (see part four of this report). The members are
often involved in service provision at the local level for instance by providing goods to people in poverty
or through bulky waste collection. The FRN aims to influence policy by being active in the public debate
on topics related to poverty reduction, waste and re-use and other topics that might be of importance
for their members6. Amongst the FRN members there are large differences in size and organisational
schemes, ranging from small charities run by volunteers to highly professionalized social businesses (I:
FRN enterprise liaison manager). Individual re-use organisations have their own name, structure of
operation and local networks. None of them is part of brand or chain that operates across several
localities, but within the FRN regional networks and agreements exist (such as the label of Approved
Re-use Centres, see below). The vast majority of the FRN members (over 90%) are registered as
independent charitable organisations. A large part of them (over 60%) are also social enterprises that
are registered as a private company limited by guarantee7 (Curran & Williams, 2010).
While the focus of this report is on the network, we occasionally zoom in on one of its members,
namely the SOFA Project, to illustrate the how local FRN re-use centres operate. Given the autonomy
of individual FRN members in setting up their local activities, it is important to include this local
perspective. The SOFA Project8 (Shifting Old Furniture Around) is a re-use charity and Social Enterprise
located in Bristol that started as a small initiative in 1982. The organisation is registered as an
Incorporated Charity limited by guarantee. Its range of activities covers four local council areas - Bristol,
Bath and North East Somerset, South Gloucestershire and North Somerset - in the region known as the
Avon, in the South-West of England. The operation consists of two retail shops in Bristol, an AATF9
recycling centre and a warehouse that also functions as a third retail shop in the south of Bristol. The
organisation employs 18 staff members, about 18 volunteers, people on work experience placements
and prisoners from the open prison HMP Leyhill. Only a minority of the UK re-use charities own a
recycling centre and have such a well-developed relationship with a prison. Both are regarded an as
important assets that define the identity of the organisation (I: Director SOFA). The SOFA Project has
been selected for this research firstly because it is one of the older members and it followed some of
the innovative trends within the sector (like working with large retailers and investing visibility and

6

The FRN website is designed to be a platform for discussion on these matters (I: Director FRN).
A juridical statute that is commonly used by NPA’s in the UK such as cooperatives, NGO’s, sport associations,
residential property management companies, student clubs, the railway infrastructure provider network
and more.
8
http://sofaproject.org.uk/ (last accessed 28-08-2015)
9
An approved authorised treatment facility (AATF) is the highest standard of licensing available from the
Environment Agency for sites that treat waste electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE).
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wmp5-application-form-approved-authorised-treatmentfacility-aatf
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image). Secondly, SOFA was attractive because of practical reasons as its offices are located in the
same building as those of the FRN.

2

Basic information on the (local) context and the emerging problems

The FRN and its members are active at the intersection of different policy domains: alleviating material
deprivation at the local level, the labour market activation of long-term unemployed and waste
reduction. The sector’s activities, opportunities and relationships with public and other partners are
influenced by the evolutions and reforms in these policy domains. This part provides background
information on these policy domains and societal challenges in order to better understand the context
in which the re-use charities of the FRN pursue their goals. The respondents pointed out that national
environmental policy has not dramatically impacted the sector over the last years. Therefore, the focus
is here on the impact of austerity and unemployment. We will return to environmental and waste
policies in chapter six and seven of this report on governance relations and governance challenges.

2.1

Providing work experience opportunities since the 1980s

Since re-use charities originated in the early 1980s they have been concerned, to differing degrees,
with poverty relief, reducing waste and providing work experience opportunities for people with a long
distance of the regular labour market. Their emergence was a reaction to the economic recession,
rising unemployment and poverty in that period (I: Director FRN). Today the large majority of FRN
members work with people with “little chances on the labour market” and “long distance from regular
employment”. There is no sector wide strategy on how to do this. Individual re-use centres organize
these activities themselves, the FRN will try to assist them and provide information if they have
questions or when policy changes offer new opportunities for their members. In some cases the FRN
will negotiate with Work Programme providers on member’s behalf (I: FRN operations manager)10.
While some have been (occasional) subcontractors for national programmes, others operate in local
partnerships (like the SOFA Project and Leyhill prison) or both. Hence, the practice of providing work
experience opportunities amongst FRN members is diverse and fragmented and it is not documented
systematically (by our knowledge the most recent overview is provided by Curran & Williams, 2010).
It is difficult to identify strong linkages with particular government programmes or reforms. Still, we
believe it is useful to provide a brief overview of the (policy) context in which these practices emerged
and evolved.
Different from many European countries, employment was not a major area of public policy making in
the post-war decades. Employment became increasingly important as a policy concern from the 1970s
onwards. As the role of traditional manufacturing employment declined, the so-called low skills
equilibrium11 became a problem. Unemployment rose significantly above the 2-3% of the working
population that the country maintained in the previous decades (Alcock, 2008). In the 1970s the
10

In other issues such as environmental regulation and crisis assistance for the poor, the sector has a more longterm vision and market development strategy. For now, they take a more pragmatic stance in employment
related matters. The FRN is investigating whether they could adopt a more strategic, policy advocacy stance
in the future (I: FRN market development manager)
11
“A situation where an economy becomes trapped in a vicious circle of low value added, low skills and low
wages” (Wilson & Hogarth, 2003: vii).
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Manpower Services Commission (a quasi-autonomous non-governmental organisation) was set up to
develop employment support and training activities.
Under the Conservative governments in the 1980s unemployment rose dramatically to more than 10%
of the workforce. Policy shifted away from the Keynesian approach towards a supply side approach,
focussing more on the employability and attitudes of the unemployed. In developing employment
policies the Conservative governments drew extensively on the experiences in the United States
(Dolowitz, 1997). The policies to promote training and work experience, many of which started in the
1970s, were expanded (Alcock, 2008). Most policy changes in this period
had the effect of linking the receipt of welfare benefits to an individual’s willingness to
participate actively within a government sponsored employment or training scheme. These
changes culminated in the Social Security Act (1989). (Dolowitz, 1997: p. 23)
In the late 1980s Training and Enterprise Councils replaced the Manpower Service Commission. These
councils were managed on the local level and focussed mainly on work-based learning and work
experience placements in cooperation with education and private employers. In the same period the
government developed community oriented programmes, inspired on the American community work
experience programs (CWEP), focussing on placements in organisations that serve public purposes
(Dolowitz, 1997). These are most likely the programmes in which FRN members were most involved
(besides all kinds of local and informal arrangements).
When the Labour government came to power in 1997 it did so with a clear manifesto
commitment to replace much of the past employment support provision with a New Deal for
the unemployed in which training and work experience would be aligned with a renewed
commitment to help key groups amongst the unemployed to gain entry to the labour market.
(Alcock, 2008: 120)
Supported by additional public support through the New Deal, the programs targeting specific groups
such as young people (18-24 year olds) and long term unemployed (claiming benefits for over 18
months), which already emerged in the 1980s and early 1990’s, were expanded and intensified.
Programmes have been very diverse in principles and practice, offering the (mandatory) choice
between subsidized employment, voluntary work, environmental task force work and full-time
education and training12. In 2008 55% of all FRN members providing training took on people via the
New Deal (Curran & Williams, 2010).
In the UK supply-side oriented policies and compulsory participation in employment or training
trajectories were (and still are) more dominant compared to most countries in continental Europe
where job creation or ‘social activation’ (promoting social inclusion of long term unemployed and
socially isolated individuals by other than labour related activities and services), play a more important
role (Alcock, 2008). This context of employment policy in the UK offered instruments for FRN members
to train and work with different target groups in various ways.

12

The New Deal to get people out of unemployment is only one element in the broader employment strategy
under New Labour. Several policies like the statutory minimum wage and the tax credits were important
instruments to support those in employment and ‘to make work pay’ (Alcock, 2008).
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2.2

Long term unemployment and welfare to work today

In 2012 the male unemployment rates (15-64y) in the UK was 8.5 % and the female unemployment
rate (15-64y) was 7.5%. Both are a bit higher compared 1990 (7.3 and 7.0 respectively) and lower than
the EU-27 average in 2012 (10.5 and 10.6 respectively). Of all unemployed people in the UK 34.8% is
long-term unemployed in 2012, well below the EU-27 average of 44% and below the 36, 2% in the UK
in 199013.
It is estimated the UK out-of-work system covers about 40% of all unemployment14. In 2012 the
expenditures on unemployment comprise 2.6 % of the GDP, compared to 5.9% in 1990. This is the
lowest of the six case study countries and well below the 5.61% EU-27 average in 2012. Government
used the same year 0.38% of the GDP for Active Labour Policies, dropping from 0.42 in 1990. This
percentage for 2012 (0.38%) is well below the percentage of GDP spent in Sweden (1,09), Belgium
(1,59) and Austria (0,75) and similar to Italy (0,41) and Hungary (0,36)15.
The Work Programme targets people that receive some kind of unemployment benefit for a longer
period. In most cases they are demanded to enter the programme after nine or twelve months of
unemployment, but the different benefit schemes correspond with differences in timing and
obligations. The Work Programme (DWP, 2011) or Single Work Programme is a self-proclaimed
payment-for-result welfare-to-work programme that was introduced by the Coalition government in
2011. It replaces (and abolishes) most schemes that existed under the New Labour governments such
as the Flexible New Deal, Employment zones and the Future Jobs Funds. This new programme
outsources the assignment of getting long-term unemployed and people at risk of becoming long-term
unemployed to a range of public, private and third sector actors16.
There has been a lot of critique on this ambitious programme. The most important criticism was that
people who were more difficult to help would be ‘parked’ as the output financing made them not
interesting enough despite the difference in rewards. It is argued that the government does not
address the fact that there are not enough jobs for the target population. Reports on the Work
Programme and government spending on employment state that the performance of the Work
Programme is now at similar levels to previous welfare-to-work programmes in terms of costs and
benefits. Overall, it performs worse than its initiators forecasted. The weak spot remains the objective
to improve the situation for harder-to-help groups (NAO, 2014; McKnight, 2015), which are the groups
that FRN members tend to work with.
One of the big organisational changes that paralleled the implementation of the Work Programme was
the division of UK territory into eighteen regions in which one or several providers could get five-year
13

Long-term unemployment rate refers to the number of people who are out of work and have been actively
seeking employment for at least a year. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-oflife/long-term-unemployment-rate (Last accessed 27-05-2015).
14
Benefit coverage is understood here as the percentage of those at least seven months unemployed with also
some unemployment benefits in the income reference year (for population at working age). Source:
calculations by Tim Goedemé based on EU-SILC 2010
15
As (%) of GDP. For HU first year: 1992; Last year for all countries: 2011 (for UK = 2009). Source: OECD, online,
February 2014, http://stats.oecd.org/ (Labour > Labour Market Programmes > Public expenditure and
participant stocks on LMP
16
The three “main values” of the Work Programme (DWP, 2011: 9) are: ‘primacy of incentives to deliver results’
(payment by results), ‘freedom of service providers’ (also calls a ‘black box’ commissioning approach) and
‘long term commitment’ of providers with clients.
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contracts. As such some responsibility was taken away from public local jobcentres. Eighteen different
providers have been selected for a total of forty contracts. Several providers, called Prime providers,
have contracts for different areas. Two of the Prime providers are from the voluntary sector, one from
the public sector and the others are private businesses (although they differ in their statutes). Every
Prime provider assembles a network of local providers. The total network in the UK includes over one
thousand providers. About five hundred of them are voluntary actors and five hundred are for profit
actors, only a small minority are public actors (DWP, 2011).
The FRN investigated the possible involvement of its members as a subcontractor. The organisation
advises its members to not be contractually tied to the work programme (I: FRN operations manager).
The output funding and the tendency that bigger providers pass down the risk to subcontractors make
it unattractive for re-use charities to be part of the work programme (I: Director SOFA). Recently, FRN
members often engage in short term schemes (from four to six weeks up to six months) with people
who went through the work programme without success, for instance through Community
Placement17 and Mandatory Work Activity18 (I: FRN operations manger).

2.3

Austerity and local welfare assistance: pressure on charities
In distributive terms it is estimated that the poorest 10 per cent of the British will lose 5 per cent
of their incomes between 2010 and 2015, compared with a loss of less than 1 per cent for the
richest 10 per cent. (Hemerijck, 2013: 358)

The coalition government (Conservatives and Liberal Democrats) led by David Cameron that came to
power in May 2010 effectuated a strong rightward turn in UK social policy. The government uses a
Thatcherite neoliberal discourse that criticises the welfare state for keeping poor people trapped in a
culture of dependency. The plan to cut more than £ 100 billion over four years, presented as necessary
in order to reduce a historical debt that threatens future generations, is the most ambitious austerity
plan since the Second World War (Hemerijck, 2013). Critics of this policy often point out (see for
instance Civil Exchange 2015) that the cuts will hit poor people much harder than rich people, whilst
the UK is already one of the most unequal societies of Europe (OECD, 2013).
Social policy budgets are cut back for about £22 billion in the 2010-2014 period, which is about 30% of
the total social policy budget (Hemerijck, 2013). Specific targets include: housing support, child
benefits, incapacity benefits, tax credits, tax subsidies and rebates to low-income households19. In
relative terms, the DCLG (Department for communities and local government) was hit the hardest.
Poorer municipalities that used to rely more heavily on public grants are hit harder relatively speaking
(Fizgerald et al., 2014).
17

Community Placements are mandatory placements in the voluntary or community sector for claimants who
lack work experience. “The placements will be for up to 6 months for 30 hours a week and will be backed
up by at least 4 hours of supported job searching”. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/help-to-worknationwide-drive-to-help-the-long-term-unemployed-into-work (last accessed 31-08-2015).
18
Mandatory Work Activity is a placements scheme intended to move welfare recipients “closer to the labour
market by enabling them to establish the discipline and habits of workings life” (p6)
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mandatory-work-activity-dwp-provider-guidance
(last
accessed 27-05-2015).
19
Detailed
information
about
these
budget
cuts
can
be
retrieved
online:
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/welfare-reform-collated-costings-2010-to-2014
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The biggest loser was the Department for Communities and Local Government. According to
the local government association, total local government funding in England fell by 33 per cent
from 2009/10 to 2014/15. This, of course, includes funding for a very large range of services.
Those services that councils are obliged by law to provide have necessarily been protected more
than those over which they have discretion. (Lupton et al., 2015: 21)
The report by Power and colleagues (2014) on the impact of these welfare reforms for social landlords
and tenants suggests that these reforms are likely to produce backwards effects, like making
vulnerable welfare receivers even more dependent on benefits (although increasingly difficult to
claim), charity, loan sharks, payday lenders and credit provided by high street retailers with high annual
percentage rates. This is the fear and argument of several voluntary organisations including the FRN.
Over the last years large charities in the food bank and re-use sector across the UK have signalled a
dramatic rise of demand indicating that charitable organisations have to step in where welfare
institutions are cut back. This trend started after the 2008 crisis and became stronger after 2011 when
the impact of the reform became tangible. Numbers by The Trussell Trust, one of the largest food bank
franchises in the UK, show that the demand across has risen about 170% in 2013 (The Trussell Trust,
2013). Today about 900.000 people depend on food banks in the UK. In general these actors relate the
rising demand to cuts and freezing of wages, changes to the Social Fund20 (that already started in 2007,
but was reformed and reduced more radically in 2013) and the recent budget cuts by the Coalition
government that have mainly targeted local governments (Grubb, 2014).
The Furniture Re-use Network published on their website that in 2014 the sector dealt with an 18%
increase in the number of beds, sofas and other essential household goods that had to be supplied
specifically to people not able to furnish their houses21. This follows an overall rise in demand over the
last years. Faced with this growing demand and crisis situations many centres voice that they are
increasingly under pressure to give away things for free. Furthermore, the FRN spokesperson on
welfare issues states that an alarming 60% of FRN members in England take on the distribution of food
next to their activities as a re-use charity “becoming food bank as well as furniture banks”22.
At the end of 2014 and early 2015 the FRN was actively involved in campaigning against the
controversial decisions of the coalition government to stop the £347 million funding cut for the Local
Welfare Assistance Fund23 in April 2015. This amount was to be spread over two years, which would
mean that an expected £174 million would not be distributed across all English municipalities each
year. This fund, subsidizes discretionary local schemes of local social protection for the most needy
citizens. It includes loans and vouchers for basic goods that are in practice often provided by FRN

20

The Social Fund was set up in the second half of the 1980s to organize welfare (benefit) provision for
exceptional or intermittent needs in addition to the regular payments (like jobseeker allowance or
jobseeker support).
21
Based on surveys and panel discussions held within the network, it appears that a large number of members
observe that the recent growth in demand comes mainly from working people who are not longer able to
buy these basic goods (Interview with FRN market development manager).
22
http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/336-iain-duncan-smith-visits-furniture-bank.html Last accessed 08-06-2015.
23
Local Welfare Assistance is an English scheme. The Scottish and Welsh governments operate their own
schemes.
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members, amongst many others. For many FRN members, involvement in Welfare Assistance schemes
is an important source of income and an important way to pursue their charitable mission.
The coalition government installed this programme in 2013, replacing and ‘localizing’ the national
discretionary social fund24 that included Community Care Grants and Crisis Loans. As such the
responsibility for developing a discretionary local scheme has been passed on to local authorities. In
practice this had led to huge differences in spending, service provision and application procedures25.
A year later the government decided to stop subsidizing this programme in 2015. The FRN reacted,
among many other actions26, with an article titled ‘We won’t cope’27 as more than half of all members
cooperate with local authorities in schemes for crisis prevention. Together with over 20 large charity
organisations, such as the Child Poverty Action Group and various funding bodies, FRN was a driving
force behind the Save The Safety Net (#Keepthesafetynet) campaign that tried to convince the
government to prolong the funding28. Eventually, by early 2015, £74 million of the original £174/year
was maintained to subsidize Local Welfare Assistance for 2015/16. The future of the programme after
this period is still uncertain.

3

Genesis of the initiative

The SOFA Project (Shifting Old Furniture Around) is one of the older re-use charities in the UK. It was
founded in 1982 as a
one man band, that went on to mobilize volunteers to move around used items instead of
throwing them away all the time. (I: Director SOFA Project)
At the time recycling and sustainability were not big topics, as they are today. As many of the
volunteers were in some way involved in charitable networks the idea to donate some of the items to
people in need or sell them at very low prices was taken on from the beginning. Several similar re-use
initiatives emerged across the UK at that time, which was a period of high unemployment, austerity
and government cut backs.
The emergence of re-use schemes can be understood as a reaction against this context in which a
growing number of people experienced difficulties to furnish their houses in a decent way, while many
24

The so-called regulated social funds, which includes funeral payments, winter fuel payments and cold weather
payments, is still administered nationally by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP).
25
The
crisis
in
local
welfare
assistance
explained’
in
The
Guardian
(20-04-2014),
online:http://www.theguardian.com/politics/datablog/2014/apr/20/the-crisis-in-local-welfareassistance-explained (Last accessed 08-06-2015).
26
The campaigning work from the FRN, which was coordinated by the FRN market development manager
(interview), involved the mobilisation of the re-use sector to lobby their own local MPs and councillors,
engagement with local charities that deal with people affected by the funding, e.g. mental health charities
and provide them with letter templates for lobbying, the gathering of evidence, making fact sheets and
advise FRN members and other charities on how to submit evidence about their activities locally,
interviewing members and local authorities in order to gather evidence about excellent case studies of
partnership working and the triple bottom line benefits such partnerships provided to communities as well
as evidence about small and struggling re-use charities that are not supported by local authorities or public
purse. An important part of the campaign was to submit this material to the Department of Work &
Pensions, which was done on three separate occasions.
27
28

http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/333-we-won-t-cope.html (Last accessed 27-05-2015).
http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/330-keepthesafetynet.html (Last accessed 31-08-2015).
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others threw away a decent sofa after three years. During the interview, the current FRN director and
the enterprise liaison officer narrate the genesis of the sector as an innovation that came about as a
response to unmet needs, filling a gap left by the state and the market. They point out that from that
perspective, the rise of the furniture projects in the 1980s is very similar to the growth of food banks
today (I: Director FRN, Enterprise liaison officer).
After a few years some chief executives of furniture projects met at an event and realized that they
were doing similar things. They decided that they should get together. One of them took the initiative
to look for other people that were doing it. He wrote them and eventually arranged a meeting in Derby
in 1989. At this event the executives formalized the network, “with the desire to continuously improve
the services of furniture re-use charities in the UK29”. The network was constituted as a charity and a
company. It was originally called the Furniture Recycling Network. Early on the network grew to over
hundred participants and tried to bring everybody together during a yearly conference.
In the early days is was very much like a club to share ideas. Learning from each other and
knowing you are not alone, knowing that somebody else is doing the same for the same reason.
(I: Director FRN)
Over time some of the members would write documents on their operations, how they work together
with local authorities on social welfare, how they developed referral schemes to furnish people’s
homes and so on. Spreading the documents and gathering information of the different members, the
FRN slowly evolved to a more proactive, supporting actor that represents the sector beyond the local
level. The current director of the FRN, who was doing research for the SOFA Project in the late 1990s,
came across the WEEE directive and he was mandated by the FRN to respond to this document. In this
context he met up with representatives of re-use networks in Europe. FRN thus became one of the
founding members of the European umbrella Rreuse.
Technical documents such as the WEEE directive and an increasing number of rules and regulation
related to environmental activities set important parameters to (potential) activities of re-use
charities. The FRN invests a lot of time in informing their members, making sure they are compliant to
changes in legislation and that they are aware of business opportunities. Over the last decade many
re-use charities professionalised and expanded their activities, taking on contracts with a variety of
actors such as social housing estates, local authorities, retailers, hotels and other businesses (see also
part four and six of this report).
Local centres often developed new ideas in their particular context while the FRN was able to provide
an overview, disseminate valuable insights and practices, work on the national image of the sector and
mediate relations with larger players. Exchange between different local centres and the FRN at the
national level are crucial to understand evolutions and innovation processes within the sector. Given
the diversity of the FRN members and their local autonomy these processes happen at very different
speeds (I: Enterprise Liaison Officer).

29

http://www.frn.org.uk/ethos.html (last accessed 31-08-2015).
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One very important instrument developed by the FRN to drive change within their sector is the ARC
(Approved Re-use Centre) label for FRN members that comply to high re-use service standards30.
Today, about sixty furniture re-use centers received this label. It is a network within the network that
is fit for “collection services for businesses discarding large quantities of product31”. It plays an
important role in making centres fit for providing these specialized services to commercial
organisation32. Over the last five years the FRN also acts as a broker of large contracts with big retailers
like Dixons, IKEA and John Lewis. In order to negotiate and broker contract and services for its members
and to audit, register and certify organizations according to these standards, FRN founded a subsidiary
company called FRN Enterprises Ltd.
Over the years the FRN and its members have often been vocal in debates related to poverty, waste
and re-use or other evolutions that affect the sector and their goals. In the current context of welfare
reform the FRN was very active in the Keep The Safety Net campaign (see chapter two of this report).

4
4.1

The activities and organization
Products and services for sustainability
All our members are similar in with what their operations are. They move products from here to
there. Some of it has to do with need of the beneficiary. Some has to do with reusing waste,
others is to do with employment. But they’re all reducing waste. They’ve all got a process, which
employs people, trains people. They have an office, shops and warehouses. They have vehicles,
drivers, the lot, they are all concerned with logistics. Plus, they all have the same kinds of social
impact. So there’s the three: environment, economic activity and alleviation of poverty. (I:
Director FRN)

All FRN members are charities or social businesses or a hybrid of both. In many regards these
organisations match with what Defourny and Nyssens (2010) call a ‘work integration social enterprise’
(WISE).
The main objective of work integration social enterprises is to help low-qualified unemployed
people who are at risk of permanent exclusion from the labour market. WISEs integrate these
people into work and society through a productive activity. (Ibid. 236)
This applies to FRN members. However, as we mentioned before, re-integration of the low qualified
unemployed is not the (only) main objective. According to the social enterprise and environmental
entrepreneurship literature FRN members can be described as ‘ecologically oriented work integration
social enterprises focusing on re-use’ or re-use ECO-WISEs. As they pursue these social and ecological

30

A combination of several ISO standards (International Organisation for Standardisation), which develop
international voluntary standards on a variety of topics including environmental management
http://www.iso.org/iso/home.htm), and standards developed by the FRN.
31
http://www.frn.org.uk/approved-re-use.html
32
For instance, by writing manuals for repairing white goods, developing standard procedures and controls etc.
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goals in an integrated way through products and services they can be regarded as a specific kind of a
Sustainable Product-Service System (Gelbmann & Hammerl, 2015).
Within the FRN, in general, primacy is given to the charitable objectives of alleviating material
deprivation, but members pursue these goals in different ways and to different degrees and there is a
lot of variation in the size and scope of the organizations (I: Director FRN). Nonetheless, FRN members
share the same basic idea of what a re-use charity does, namely to collect ‘donated33’ goods in order
to sell them as second hand products.
People can bring their goods or the organization picks them up, often free of charge but sometimes
for about £ 10. The wide variety of collected goods, ranging from furniture, to Waste of Electrical and
Electronic Equipment (WEEE), and increasingly also clothes, curtains and bric-a-brac, are sorted,
controlled and, if necessary, repaired. Then they are sold in the outlet stores of the organisation. Here
costumers buy goods either with cash or vouchers.
Some of the most prevalent services related to re-use include: bulky waste collection for Local
Authorities, removing reusable goods from Household Waste Recycling Centres (HWRC), supporting
volunteers, clearances and related services for the general public and social housing providers,
deconstruction and recycling of non-re-usable goods, handyman services such as bike repair and ‘up
cycling’ and supplying used and new goods for Local Welfare Assistance schemes34.
The re-use charities’ commitment to provide work opportunities and training for people with little
chances on the regular labour market is a special kind of service in the sense that it is simultaneously
a productive factor for the organisation (cheap labour), an opportunity for the unemployed individual
(meaningful daily schedule, acquiring skills in a supportive environment) and a service for the
government and large unemployment service providers (getting people off the benefit system and in
employment). Given that the re-use comprises a variety of activities, they have a diverse offer of work
experience opportunities, such as driving vehicles, moving furniture, warehouse, administration and
retail.
As discussed in chapter two of this report, the picture of employment experience related practices
within the FRN is a fragmented one. Local re-use charities choose autonomously in which programs
and local partnerships they engage to provide work opportunities. For instance the cooperation
between SOFA and Leyhill prison is quite unique (I: Director SOFA). Hence, the target populations,
(financial) schemes and selection procedures used to provide employment opportunities are diverse.
Still, there are also similarities and reoccurring features within the network. In the spectrum of people
that are looking for work the FRN members take on long term unemployed (often longer than three
years), youngsters who never worked and people with special needs or a criminal record. In general,
they work with people that are often considered “difficult to employ”. The re-use charities provide a
working environment where expectations of employees differ from most regular firms. The pace is
different and the evaluation is less output oriented. The re-use charities aim to provide experiences to
unemployed people that are believed to help them acquiring a job in the future (I: Director SOFA).

33

Here the word donation is put between inverted commas because one could argue that the goods that were
picked up from large retailers via a contract are not really a donation in the same sense as individuals giving
their used furniture to the organisation.
34
www.frn.org.uk (Last accessed 10-10-2015)

14

IMPROVE CASE STUDY N° 19

We are giving them training like health and safety instructions, maybe working with a forklift
and things they might use later in other jobs. But the emphasis is on soft skills and labour
attitudes and basic administrative matters like recouping your travel expenses etc. Also gaining
confidence and self-esteem is very crucial. FRN members are more patient than regular
employers in these matters. This does not mean that anything goes, but the pace is different.
The expectations are less strict. (I: FRN operations manager)
All work experience schemes are limited in time. For instance, the Mandatory Work Activity lasts only
four weeks. Community Work Placements is one of the longest trajectories and last for six months.
They can get a job any time during the six months with us. So we sometimes are taking people
on and then they apply for a job somewhere, and they’ve got it and they leave within two
months which is brilliant because then they’ve got a job, that’s fabulous. Not so easy for us to
manage the labour, but great for them. (I: Director SOFA)
The employment experience with FRN re-use charities is meant to be a stepping-stone. It happened
before that the organisation was able to give a job to one of the participants after their work
experience trajectory, but in most cases they move on after their trajectories have finished. Some of
the schemes are voluntary (like the one with Leyhell prison in Bristol), others are obligatory for the
unemployed who risk to lose benefits if they do not participate (like the Mandatory Work Activity)35.
The FRN members have to be flexible with regard to the people they take on. Non-turn up or
demotivated people are common (I: FRN operations manager).
In none of the schemes do employees get a wage for their labour. They receive their unemployment
(and other) benefits and in some cases they receive a small bonus. While the schemes do benefit the
sector, because they provide cheap labour, it is neither very lucrative nor easy because the
organisation has to invest a lot of time in supporting, training and supervising participants. Overall,
there is very little money in it for the sector. The fees that the re-use charities receive from the
government via (Prime) providers for taking participants is way below the estimated costs for paying
staff and providing the necessary materials and so on (I: Director SOFA, Director FRN). Generally, the
FRN member get about 25 £ a week per employed person (this is the case for the Community Work
Placements). However, not all Prime contractors of the Work Programme are paying FRN members for
taking volunteers. There are regional variations across the country (I: FRN market development
manager).
In 2008, 4,708 people were taken on as trainees. About 64% off all surveyed organizations took on an
average of 31 trainees. Of all FRN members catering for job placements 55% of the organisation took
on people on the New Deal36; 36% of the organisations worked with offenders via Community Service

35

The Mandatory Work Activity was controversial. The FRN received quite some critique for participating in this
scheme from people who denounce this rather disciplinary approach (I: FRN operations manager).
36
Government initiative under Labour to activate long-term unemployed through training opportunities. This
welfare to work programme was introduced in 1998 and renamed ‘Flexible New Deal’ in 2009. It was
replaced by the Work Programme after 2010 (see also chapter two of this report).
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placements37; one third provided specific training programmes: vocational qualifications, Open College
Network courses and college placements. (Curran & Williams, 2010: 698)
According to the FRN operations manager (Interview) some of the best-fit schemes for FRN members
today (2015) are: the Mandatory Work Activity (MWA), the Community Work Placement (DWP - ESF
funded) and the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) (Department of Justice – ESF funded).
The latter two are rather new (2014). For several years the SOFA Project only worked with volunteers
and people from Leyhill prison, but at the time of observation (October 2014-February 2015) they were
exploring these new opportunities (I: Director SOFA).
The FRN occasionally bundles information about employment schemes that could benefit their
members. However, many FRN members do not ask support from the FRN on employment related
matters. As the members are independent charities it falls within their discretion and they often do it
on their own. The FRN operations manager (Interview) tries to make sure that she knows what is going
on, but it does not have the highest priority and in this it is difficult to keep a complete overview of
this changing and fragmented landscape (see also chapter 2.2 of this report).

4.2

A complex mix of resources and relationships

Like other work integration social enterprises’ (WISEs), re-use ECO WISEs typically
do not only rely on a mix of “pure” market- and redistribution based resources: they are at the
scene of a more complex hybridisation, built upon four types of economic relationships: the
market and redistribution, but also “socially motivated sales”, which take into account the
social goals of the WISEs i.e. the integration of marginalized people in the enterprise (as in some
cases authorities contract out the provision of goods and services), and reciprocity (an example
of a reciprocity based resource is volunteering). (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010: 240)
In this case, market relationships are predominantly found in the stores, in waste reduction tasks and
in the contracts with large retailers (see below). The employment schemes can be regarded as a form
of redistribution, although the public schemes are rather limited in monetary terms. The donation of
used goods and the efforts of volunteers can be regarded as forms of reciprocity. Monetary donations
by philanthropists who support the sector in their mission are another form of reciprocity. They are an
increasingly important source of financial resources (I: FRN director). Socially motivated sales refer to
the image of FRN members and the motivations of customers to buy there. The importance of socially
motivated sales should not be overestimated as many people buy because of the low prices and the
‘vintage’ character of objects for sale, rather than ecological or social motivations (I: Director SOFA).
However, what is decisive here from a societal standpoint is not so much the motive of individual
buyers, but the ecological consequences that organisations concerned with waste reduction aim for.
The FRN members hence offers a less material-intensive way of consuming. To foster practices in this
direction is a socially innovative way of producing a collective good.
Amongst FRN members there are considerable differences in the sources used to gather items. Table
1, gives an idea of the main sources used to gather re-usable goods. The table also shows the
37

“Individuals ordered by court ruling to serve a number of hours of community work, as punishment for minor
offences” (Curran & Williams, 2010: 689).
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percentage of organisations in their survey that uses that particular source of items. Donations are
clearly the most important source, followed by contracts with commercial organisations. These data
were gathered between 2005 and 2008. According to the respondents in this case study, these
numbers still largely reflect the reality in the sector in general. However, given the growth in contracts
with large retailers brokered by FRN over the last five years, the proportion of items gathered via
commercial organisations has grown significantly (I: FRN market development manager)
Table 1: Sources of incoming items in re-use organisations in 2008
Source of Items
Public donations38
Commercial organisations
Bulky waste collection service
HWRC39

Proportion of organisations (%)
100
75
42
25

Proportion of items from this source (%)
86
9
2
3

Source: Curran & Williams, 2010: 697.

From the same research by Curran and Williams (2010), figure 2 shows the destination of these items
per client group. The diagram gives the aggregate of all organisations that participated in the survey.
Hence the figure hides different strategic decisions between individual organisations. It is in the
discretion of the organisations to choose whether they want to offer items to the general public or
only to those ‘those in need’ such as people on unemployment or disability benefits, low income
households or people that are being rehoused in unfavourable conditions. For organisations that do
open their stores for the ‘general public’, which is about two thirds of the sector, this group accounts
for about 45% of their sales. These organisations generally use a two-tier pricing system that
distinguishes between those with a lower income and those not falling in this category. Relatedly, over
time several organisations have adopted a pricing system that is sensitive to quality and market- value.
Others, mainly the ones who only offer goods to the poor, see this as contrary to their core mission
and set prices irrespective of market prices, hence applying a first-come first-served approach to higher
quality goods (I: Director FRN, Enterprise Liaison officer).
Figure 2: Destination of items distributed by re-use organisations by client group in 2008

Source: Curran & Williams, 2010: 700

38
39

Here ‘public donations’ refers to donations from the general public, i.e. individual consumers and households.
Household Waste Recycling Centres operated by the municipal Waste Disposal Authorities (WDA’s), who are
responsible for developing and implementing plans for dealing with municipal waste. These authorities use
funds from council taxes reserved for waste disposal.
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The SOFA Project also runs a social fund contract for the four councils, which means that they provide
the goods to people in very low incomes household who are living in council accommodation. This
contract does not generate a lot of profit but it is regarded as a “big deal” because it is very much in
line with their mission and it is a reliable source to employ staff (I: Director SOFA Project).
In general, the FRN organisations are operated by a small staff (generally between 2 to 25 people)
supported by a larger number of volunteers and a varying number of trainees or other employment
schemes. The average organisation has about three times more volunteers than paid staff. This balance
shifts towards more paid staff when the organisations have larger contracts, for instance with local
authorities to perform bulky waste collection. Curran and Williams (2010) stress that the variation
across organisations in terms of the number of volunteers should be appreciated. Only a small number
of organisations has a lot of paid employees (over 20) or volunteers.
In 2014 the income of the FRN, a social enterprise, consisted of approximately 40% membership
income, 40% commercial income (for instance by brokering contracts between large companies and
FRN members) and about 20% charitable funds or grants from philanthropists. For 2015 the umbrella
organization plans on getting a substantial grant from a philanthropist, which would allow them to do
more communication and marketing (I: FRN director).
In the financial year 2013/2014 (from 1 April to 31 March) the SOFA Project had a total of £1,138,164
incoming resources40. About 5.5% comes from ‘donations’ (cash donations, donations of furniture,
donations from Charitable Trusts, etc.). About 14% comes from grants from various trusts and
foundations. Almost 3% is ‘investment income’ (rent management fees and bank interest receivable).
The largest share, about 77% are resources coming from charitable activities. This includes sale of
donated and new furniture, used, new and graded domestic appliances and revenue from transport
and logistic services. The sale of graded domestic appliances is the biggest single source of income
(£376,434). SOFA is an FRN member that carries the ARC label.

4.3

Professionalization and business opportunities

The mission of the FRN is to offer resources and direction to its members in order to sustain and
increase their activities. One of the main ways of doing this is by
supporting the operational growth and robustness of the re-use sector through, standards and
guidance, market development, diversification, quality standards and commercial
partnerships41.
To this end FRN is aiming to
work more closely with both the public and the commercial sectors. In terms of the public sector
this involves increasing members' access to council ‘waste' and providing support in areas such
as procurement and contract commissioning. And, in relation to the commercial sector, it aims

40

The ‘Latest Annual Report & Accounts’ is available on the website of the SOFA Project:
http://www.sofaproject.org.uk/files/FINANCIALSTATEMENTS_31MARCH2014.pdf (last access 02-092015).
41
http://www.frn.org.uk/home-members.html (last accessed 21-08-2015).

18

IMPROVE CASE STUDY N° 19

to place a particular focus on building the UK network of Approved Re-use Centres. At the
moment, 50 of the FRN members run these centres, which have to undergo an audit process
before receiving their ARC certification and registration. (08-02-2011)42
The FRN director (interview) states that the sector is becoming “increasingly entrepreneurial”, which
is strongly identified with becoming more “professional”. The FRN plays an important role in driving
this professionalization and change towards a more entrepreneurial culture, which is also regarded as
crucial to secure the sustainability of member organisations in the long run. For many small charities,
business plans and an entrepreneurial approach in general are not evident and it is often still regarded
as threats for the original spirit and charitable objectives of the operation (I: Market Development
Manager). The Approved Re-use Centre Certificate, a quality standard developed by people within the
FRN, is an important instrument to enable a professional relation between re-use charities and other,
especially private players, like large furniture retailers. This is part of the growth and
professionalization path envisioned by the FRN. This also includes that the sector should be “louder
and prouder” about their social and environmental achievements in order to be better recognized by
governmental and private actors and the general public for what they do. The ARC certificate also
shows that the sector is developing at different speeds. Some centres go very far in developing and
showcasing their expertise and setting up contracts with private players and local authorities. Others
remain rather small, local charitable organisations that focus on poor relief.

5

The innovative dimension of the initiative

From the perspective of social innovation against poverty, re-use charity activities can be regarded as
alternative, localized practices that on the one hand enable people with a small budget to acquire
quality materials and on the other hand enable people that are excluded from the labour market to
gain work experience and develop (soft) skills through meaningful environmental activities.
The innovative dimension of the FRN experience is analysed using the three basic dimensions of social
innovation (Gerometta, Häußermann and Longo 2005; Moulaert et al. 2005a; Oosterlynck et al., 2013):
(a) the satisfaction of basic social needs (content dimension); (b) the transformation of social relations
(process dimension); (c) the empowerment and socio-political mobilization (linking the process and
content dimension). We now consider the socially innovative nature of the FRN re-use charities for
each of these three dimensions.

5.1

Content dimension

Re-use charities that are members of the FRN generally address three distinct social needs: (a) the
need for work experience opportunities in a supportive environment for people who experience
problems to access the labour market; (b) the need for affordable quality goods, in particular for
people with a limited budget, but also in general for all consumers; (c) the need for a more sustainable
use of goods in society which is linked to reducing the production of waste.

42

http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/238-frn-s-big-society-plans.html (last accessed 21-08-2015).

THE FURNITURE RE-USE NETWORK

19

These social needs, experienced by social groups and individuals are also widely recognized and welldocumented societal challenges: long-term unemployment, material deprivation and waste reduction
for environmental reasons. Important is that these different social needs or societal challenges are
regarded as intertwined. The FRN stresses that:
there is a direct link between current waste management approaches handling unwanted
household goods – such as furniture and electrical appliances – and poverty levels in the UK.
(10-12-2013)43
According to the FRN, waste is a poverty issue because they identify a direct link between the
management of unwanted household goods and the levels of material deprivation in poor households.
In other words, re-use of household goods should be recognized as a valuable way of accessing
resources that could serve strategies for poverty reduction. This is put forward as an argument to look
at an integrated way to tackle these social, economic and environmental challenges and to demand
recognition for the added value of the re-use charities in this regard. FRN re-use charities bring the
innovative coupling between these different objectives and instruments in practice, providing a system
of products and services that pursues sustainability on these three fronts (Gelbmann & Hammerl,
2015). Chapter 4 of this report gives an idea of the many activities and relationships that bring this
coupling of objectives in practice at the local and supra-local level. The FRN is making a lot of efforts
to explain the interconnectedness of these different goals, which are often not recognized by (local)
departments that only work on one of these issues (I: Director SOFA Project). Gaining recognition for
the ‘tipple bottom-line’ from the public, public institutions and other partners is regarded as crucial in
order to further develop this social business model and to push forward the process of social
innovation that it entails (I: Director FRN, FRN market development manager).
It is important to note that in some cases there is a clear tension between the different objectives of
the sector. For instance, in order for FRN members to secure local authority contracts, they need to
supply new goods, particularly beds and large electrical appliances, which often need to be made
available quickly. As a result, the FRN identified and negotiated a good discount price on the purchase
of thousands of new goods, which runs counter their reuse/environmental mission, but scores highly
on poverty alleviation mission.

5.2

Process dimension

In a recent article the CEO of the FRN explains the vision behind this network of individual organisations
and how they put this vision into practice.
The fundamental ideals of moving from a high consumption market system to the idea of a
sharing economy with increased public wellbeing is possible and is happening at the local level.
The UK’s social-economy sector and charities have long embedded these values and ideas into
providing goods and services to people in need in their communities while helping people

43

Chief executive of the FRN Craig Anderson in the article ‘Re-use to Prevent Waste and Reduce Poverty’ (10-122013). Online: http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/306-could-the-waste-sector-help-reduce-poverty-formillions-of-uk-households.html (last accessed: 13-10-2014)
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improve their lives and engage with society once more. The sector can and wants to do more.
The response from community organizations to the failure of the state is the backbone of the
sector’s history – they act to meet the need in our societies and will continue to do so in practical
way. (21-08-2015)44
FRN members are predominantly oriented to realizing change on the local level, where they try to
integrate their intertwined interests and goals (see content dimension) in a reliable set of services. This
is contingent on socially innovative interactions with a variety of stakeholders (consumers, companies,
local authorities) with which they have different kinds of social relations (see chapter 4.2. of this
report). Hence, a successful application of the socially innovative initiative is a process of forging social
relations between on the one hand, people at risk of poverty and broader society and, on the other
hand, between different stakeholders in waste reduction, consumer services and poverty reduction.
Alleviating material deprivation and providing employment opportunities suppose very different
activities and government frameworks. However within the sector these different activities are
sometimes regarded as part of the same commitment to poverty reduction. This illustrates a rather
pragmatic commitment to poverty reduction through re-use related opportunities, rather than one
clearly articulated sector wide approach to poverty reduction. Sector representatives point out that
re-use charities are “filling in a gap” when it comes to poverty reduction and that their members are
often amongst the first to provide practical responses to the symptoms of increases in poverty and
material hardship particularly. They are playing an important role alleviating material deprivation and
providing employment opportunities in a context that these social needs are no longer adequately met
by the state or market (I: Enterprise liaison officer).
It is not that we have a solution for poverty, but we reduce the poverty impact… We are here
despite the government. Because they won’t do it, so we have to do it and that’s where our
sector started in the 1980s and now we are still doing it. (I: Director FRN)
Catering for work placements and training FRN members are involved in processes that should
reconnect people to the regular labour market in the future, or at least to contribute to people’s selfconfidence and skills to make them better equipped to participate on the labour market. Working
(temporary) in a caring environment, learning new (soft) skills, gaining confidence and ‘the right
attitude’ would prepare people for ‘real’ labour market participation. When it comes to offering
employment opportunities re-use charities are not very different from other organisations that have
expertise in working with people with little chances on the labour market. The real socially innovative
dimension is in the integration of the different social, economic and environmental aims.
The supply-chain operated by re-use charities and their partners can be regarded as forging a social
relation between people or organisations who want to do away with their goods and people who want
to buy used goods for low prices. The sector institutionalizes this supply chain in various ways, like
organizing take-back schemes for large retailers or providing bulky waste collection for social housing
companies, delivering Local Welfare Assistance contracts.

44

Chief executive of the FRN Craig Anderson in the article ‘Giving hope & improving life chances – making a vision
reality’ (21-08-2015). Online: http://www.frn.org.uk/blog/item/16-giving-hope-improving-life-chancesmaking-vision-a-reality.html ‘last accessed 1-09-2015).
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Again, convincing various stakeholders that forging these relationships through re-use activities are
crucial in the processes of realizing social and environmental change is an important challenge for the
sector. It emerged form the interviews that the FRN is operating in a competitive and politically
contentious environment. In practice, their mission and business model are challenged by other
service providers (like waste companies), opposing views about public responsibility (that legitimize
cutbacks to Local Welfare Assistance) and more direct charitable approaches (people give directly to
those in need) and survival strategies of deprived households (people look for what they can find on
the streets).
Besides forging relations with target groups and various stakeholders, the FRN and its members also
contribute to a transformation of social relations on a more systemic level as they try to mainstream
alternative production and consumption attitudes and practices. So in general the re-use charities
embody an alternative relationship between producers and consumers and their environment at large.
The role of re-use charities in the taking back electrical appliances and furniture from large retailers
illustrates how the organisations enables an innovative interaction between different stakeholders and
how this relates to changing attitudes and practices of consumers and producers.

5.3

Empowerment dimension

The empowerment dimension is the normative and political dimension in the ImPRovE definition of
social innovation. It is adopted to critically appreciate initiatives in terms of how and the extent to
which they enable socially excluded groups and individuals to take control over their own life chances
(see for instance Moulaert et al., 2013). Scholars and practitioners often use ‘empowerment’ in very
different ways. Interpretations range between empowerment as an individual process to processes of
collective mobilisation and from psychological well-being and self-confidence to interpretations that
stress the access to resources and societal positions.
As mentioned above FRN re-use charities support people that are materially deprived and it supports
people to strengthen their chances on the labour market through economic activities that benefit the
environment. FRN representatives have argued that the label of their core impacts (poverty alleviation,
economic activity and environment) “hide the true and more holistic motivation and intent – that of
giving hope and improving people’s life chances”45. However, as they comprise a very different set of
practices, they are discussed separately to unravel the underlying conceptions of empowerment. We
focus here the organisation of alleviating material poverty and labour experience respectively.
Providing cheap or free goods to low income households is described by the sector as a form of charity.
These activities fight against symptoms of poverty that seem to become worse in the current context
of austerity and welfare retrenchment (I: FRN director and market development manager).
Representatives from the sector sometimes use the label ‘furniture bank’ to point out and
problematize the sector’s function as filling the gap left by state withdrawal (by analogy with food
banks).

45

Chief executive of the FRN Craig Anderson in the article ‘Giving hope & improving life chances – making a vision
reality’ (21-08-2015). Online: http://www.frn.org.uk/blog/item/16-giving-hope-improving-life-chancesmaking-vision-a-reality.html ‘last accessed 1-09-2015).
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During recent meetings with over 100 furniture bank practitioners, FRN’s view is that the
furniture re-use sector is stepping in to deliver essential welfare support as local authority
services disappear; and over 55% of members are working with their local authority to deliver
extremely low-cost, practical solutions for crisis prevention (18/12/2014)46.
A common critique on charity from an empowerment perspective is that it supports the status quo
rather than enabling emancipation of deprived groups as a group. Charitable help tends to adopt a
‘thin’ conception of need, responding to immediate needs for things to achieve pleasure and avoid
pain, whereas empowering schemes are more likely to take on a ‘thick’ conception of needs, which
includes things that are necessary for a person to flourish and build up a good life (Dean, 2010). In
other words, ‘furniture charity’ serves deprived people’s immediate, individual (household) needs and
helps to avoid hardship. However, from an empowerment perspective, it is problematic because this
support does not change the relations between people in poverty and the broader society in such a
way that it enables people to get more control over their situation, voice their interests (as a group) or
offer new opportunities for social mobility. As such they are confirmed in their position as ‘receiver’
rather than contributor. Arguably, the sector does in a way represent the interest of poor households.
But it does this to the extent that the interest of the sector coincides with those of poor households
(like in the case of the Keep the Safety Net campaign). Through their interaction with deprived and
unemployed people they do have a lot of knowledge about them, but voicing needs and concerns of
these groups is only a side effect of what the FRN does, not its main goal.
Charity is often regarded as stigmatizing, this could apply to re-use charities to the extent that the FRN
members have an image of ‘being for the poor’ and providing ‘poor quality’ and to the extent that the
recipients of second hand goods and Local Welfare Assistance are or feel stigmatized for the use of
these services47. Over the years the sector has evolved to make the distribution of basic goods to poor
people less stigmatizing, for instance by enabling consumer choice (I: FRN director). While this is likely
to make a substantial difference from the perspective of the user, it does not fundamentally change
his or her social position nor does it foster other types of more solidaristic social relations, like
reciprocity or redistribution. It should be noted however, that several local re-use centres engage in
broader variety of services like debt counselling and healthcare. In those cases they clearly adopt a
more holistic vision on empowerment and supporting people in poverty.
The practices related to strengthening people’s chances on the labour market suppose a different
approach to poverty. Enabling people to access the labour market is not just a response to an
immediate need in order to avoid pain, it builds on a more encompassing idea that people should be
able to receive income from labour in order to flourish and build up a good life. In the UK the “labour
market is seen as the sphere of social integration par excellence” (Hemerijck, 2013: 173). As such
regaining access to the labour market (and getting off ‘welfare benefits’) is regarded empowering,
since it increases people’s autonomy and control over their own life.
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http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/339-effective-local-delivery-of-welfare-assistance-schemes-is-needed-tolimit-growth-in-poverty.html (last accessed 02/06/2015)
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For this report, we did not analyse the potential stigmatizing effects of re-use charities on clients. We refer to
general insights in the social policy literature that services targeted specifically at people in poverty run a
greater risk of being stigmatized.
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Focussing on those who have a long distance from the regular labour market and have often already
failed to find a job through mainstream procedures, FRN members developed expertise in working
with people who often need more time, more support and more chances in order to participate on the
labour market. Contrary to a narrow workfare approach, FRN members acknowledge the interrelations
between the multiple dimensions of poverty and to be attentive psychological well-being, selfconfidence and soft skills (I: FRN operations manager). While this is not an explicit vision of the FRN,
the work experience trajectories reflect a vision of empowerment as an individual process that is
mainly determined by personal drive, self-confidence and sense of responsibility. This vision on
activation and labour market participation is found to be rather dominant in England, in contrast to
approaches that focus for instance on job creation or more collective forms of mobilisation and action
through unions, or ‘social activation’ for vulnerable groups, which are more influential in continental
Europe (Alcock, 2008). The added value of the FRN members is in their experience with working with
people who have multiple support needs and the fact they are able to create an environment in which
it more often possible (compared to regular firms) to work at the pace, of the individual, allow more
margin for ‘failure’ and to work on both hard and soft skills.
However, the predominance of rather short-term work experience trajectories, without wage for the
voluntary or obliged does reflect the overall focus of these trajectories on getting people in the
‘regular’ labour market and off benefits (as soon as possible and with as little public finance as possible)
rather than broader empowerment. Being a provider, FRN members like the SOFA Project have a
pragmatic stance towards these trajectories. They have to work with the schemes and resources
available, which depends on governmental decisions and local partnerships. The SOFA Project and
other members feel they are already going a long way in supporting their trainees, while they only get
little resources to organize this support (I: Direct SOFA Project, FRN operations manager).

6

Institutional mapping and governance relations

This chapter gives an overview of the relations between the key actors and institutions that influence
the operations of the Furniture Re-use Network and its members. Part four of this report (Activities
and organisation) already showed that this is a complex sector that operates through intersecting
policy domains and different types of relationships with diverse stakeholders. Furthermore, there is a
lot of variety between regions and local re-use centres, hence this overview is neither exhaustive nor
correct for all English FRN re-use charities. Figure 3 visualizes the different key actors and the relations
amongst them. The dotted horizontal blue lines distinguish between the local, the national and
European level. The different colours of the figures refer to the type of (policy) domain. Green refers
to environmental policies; orange refers to employment; purple refers to private organisations or
consumers such as large companies, retailers, voluntary associations and people donating good or
volunteering; blue (also blue lines around coloured figures) refers to public institutions, while light blue
is used for the prison and the social housing estates which are not exclusively managed by
governmental bodies; red is used to single out the FRN (members) and some of their activities that are
specific to the re-use economy. Arrows are services performed by the re-use sector (like bulky waste
collection) and human resources (like volunteers and trainees). The figures that are not colour filled
refer to (government) programmes and campaigns. Dashed lines are used to single out programmes
and campaigns related to austerity and the redistribution of responsibilities between public bodies and
third sector organisations or civil society.
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Figure 3: Map of key actors and governance relations
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6.1

Local centres and the umbrella organisation

Individual re-use centres cooperate with a diverse range of partners. Their operation is very much
embedded in local contexts and relationships. Different centres engage in different partnerships. The
most common partners are: different departments of local authorities responsible for waste
management, employment services and welfare provision respectively; private providers of
employment services; social housing providers; a variety of local voluntary associations and
organisations (local businesses or hospitals or a prison in the case of the SOFA Project). Local centres
have a lot of discretionary space in setting up activities and schemes in collaboration with local and
regional partners. Local partnerships have to do with referral of clients and jobseekers, allocation of
goods or different services related to re-use like bulky waste collection, providing goods for Local
Welfare Assistance or organizing the take back of goods for retailers or large furniture companies (this
last type of ‘relationship’ is often brokered by the FRN). Several re-use charities also facilitate other
activities and services like debt counselling (I: Director SOFA, FRN operations manager).
Within the national network there are regional networks of re-use charities close to each other that
coordinate their activities among one another, for instance in the communication with local authorities
(for instance in the Greater Manchester area) or centres in the same region sometimes agree to take
turns when a large public contract opportunity presents itself (like big clearances). The action terrains
of FRN members are not clearly delineated and the individual centres negotiate them. Their
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relationships are both cooperative and competitive because while they can gain by joining forces, they
also often do compete for the same opportunities to gather goods and get contracts (I: FRN enterprise
liaison manager).
The employment experience trajectories are negotiated with a variety of (non-governmental)
providers that work within frameworks that were set out by the government (Department of Work
and Pensions). Employment experience schemes are organized at the local level, by individual re-use
charities, while the FRN tries to stay informed about it in order to support members where possible.
As the UK landscape is fairly fragmented after the introduction of the Work Programme it is quite
difficult to have good contacts with or knowledge about all the possible partners, hence the same
assistance cannot really be guaranteed for all the members across the UK. In general, the FRN advises
members to not be contractually tied to the Work Programme as a sub-contractor, but to make a
Services Level Agreement (SLA) with larger providers. It is a way to carry out services for the larger
providers without taking on the risks related to the financing structure of the Work Programme. Hence
the money they get for the service has to be negotiated with the PRIME providers (fees differ between
regions). FRN members work as ‘specialist providers’, meaning that they take on groups that are
particularly difficult to activate. This may explain why large providers agree to pass on the service to
re-use centers without passing on the risk, because they do not have expertise to work with this group
and the chances of successful output is very low. However, FRN members have informed the network
that some (sub) contractors have tried to pressure the FRN to work for free arguing they should work
with these difficult groups because they are a charity (I: FRN operations manager).
It emerged from the interviews that innovation dynamics within the sector work in both directions:
from the centres up to the umbrella organisation and from the umbrella organization down to the local
centres. Within the sector these developments go at different speeds (illustrated by the network of
centres with the ARC certificate within the FRN). The umbrella organization tries to anticipate external
changes that may have an effect on the operation of FRN centres. They also receive questions raised
by individual centres. Together with the individual centres they look for solutions and think about how
these solutions might also benefit other members. The FRN supports its members:
In their work with Local Authorities, waste companies, retailers and manufacturers, plus we
offer support in quality assurance and auditing, and standards of operation. We provide reusers with valuable business support in order that in the future they can develop financially
sustainable, non-grant dependent re-use organisations, that will have a strong foundation on
which to expand 48.
This quote illustrates that the umbrella organisation tries to identify streams of innovation and
possibilities to grow the market for the sector (I: FRN market development manager). As such they give
direction to the sector (being a leader) as much as defending the interests of their members (being a
representative). While these two roles often overlap, in some cases there is a tension between them
as some members have different visions about the main goals and the future of their organisation. The
FRN attributes as lot of attention to becoming more entrepreneurial and raising the profile of the
sector and its social, economic and environmental value in an increasingly competitive environment.
Professionalization has been going on for a while, but it was boosted over the last five years as the FRN
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http://www.frn.org.uk/home-members.html (Last accessed 08-12-2014).
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started brokering large contracts. The effort to raise the profile of the sector has been taken very
recently, powered by a substantial philanthropist donation for this purpose (I: Director FRN).

6.2

Rather businesses than public institutions?
“Yeah, government support policy-wise or money-wise… we’re not holding our breath. It’s what
we say to our sector: we’re on our own… I’ll get my coat.” (I: FRN director)

Figure three shows that there are various relations with local authorities and governments. They are
both direct (in the case of Local Welfare Assistance) and indirect (being a subcontractor in government
employment schemes or in the sense the waste policy has an effect on the sector). These direct
relationships with local authorities are predominantly contract-based relationships in which local FRN
members provide a service for a specific council department. The director of the SOFA Project
(interview) who occasionally works with different departments of Local authorities (SOFA runs a social
fund contract) is happy that they have a working relationship, but she also expressed that cooperation
is often difficult. Firstly, the different domains that intersect in the practice of re-use charities are
spread across different departments of government, which often results in difficult and slow
communication. Secondly, under the current context of austerity the opportunities to get grants or
contract becomes more difficult and the context is increasingly competitive. Thirdly and relatedly,
sometimes it seems that local governments and re-use charities are in competition over waste and
goods49. FRN representatives observe a countrywide tendency of historic partners becoming
competitors for reusable products. They believe that the government’s austerity policies impacts
heavily on local authorities. Under financial pressure, local authorities now see financial value in
collecting bulky household waste themselves, rather than allowing re-use centers to access it for social
value (I: FRN market development manager).
At the national level various experiences with government departments have not been very successful
or encouraging. For instance, he FRN and the Department for Environment, Food and Rural affairs
(Defra) have had good working relationships on certain occasions, for instance in relation to the WEEE
directive. However, in general the FRN perceives that this department is not very keen on developing
an intensive partnership with the community organizations and they feel that some of their documents
disregard the value created and the many work done by the sector (see also chapter 7.6.). The sector
finds it hard to establish a strong relation of trust with this department. In a context where a growing
number of actors see money in re-use, the FRN is very wary about sharing their expertise (I: FRN
director).
It is argued that, because of experiences throughout the history of the FRN, they do not expect a lot
from that direction and that the sector persists “despite government” and not because of substantial
support. Recent government programs like the ‘Big Society’ are critiqued for being a mere PR exercise,
which does anything but strengthening the civil society organizations that are expected to take on
more services. As such the sector representatives observe a big disconnection between the
49

The contentiousness of the relation with local authorities was reflected in the difficulties (and failure) to
organise a focus group about the governance relations between re-use charities and local actors, like
council departments, in Bristol. As the SOFA Project were in negotiation about future contracts, they found
this very difficult and undesirable as it might disturb fragile relationships.
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Government’s Big Society ideology and on-the-ground reality, which is partly created by that same
government50. Besides this dissatisfaction with what is perceived as a lack of real support for
community organizations, a lot of frustration has to do with the difficulties to gain recognition for their
holistic project that creates different kinds of social value (poverty alleviation, employment
experience, environmental gain) simultaneously. This experience on the national level is similar to the
local experience of the SOFA director. In the interaction with authorities they perceive a failure or lack
of interest of departments to think and act beyond their specific domain and responsibilities. As
discussed above, forging socially innovative linkages between these different domains and goals is
exactly the strength of FRN’s sector. Sector representatives observe that in the current climate it is
easier, less time intensive, to think and act in such an ‘interdisciplinary’ way with business and large
trusts or foundations.
There are too many levels of committees to go through and councils to go through and decision
makers. But when you go to talk to the industry, large companies, the light bulb comes on. Yes
we want a service for our costumer, we want the environmental value and we want the social
value. They recognize it on the triple bottom line. Industry understands what we are about the
government does not. And that is a big problem for us as a re-use sector. We have been around
for thirty years. Now the waste sector is looking at re-use, not just recycling and they are seeing
money in it. (I: FRN director)
Not being recognized for their triple bottom-line is a real threat in a context where re-use is becoming
more important, because then re-use charities risk to be put out of the market by for profit waste
companies offer better prices for contracts with local authorities.
So for the time being, the FRN finds it easier to push forward the agenda on re-use, and expand its own
operation, in cooperation with the private sector rather than with governments. The opportunities to
collaborate with big companies also fuelled the processes of professionalization in the re-use sector.
Members who want to engage in a commercial contract with players like IKEA, John Lewis or Dixons
need to have the ARC (Approved Re-use Centre) label. The FRN develop its own quality standards (not
set by the government) that are a combination of ISO51 standards (9001, 14. 001 and 18. 001) and
standards developed by the sector itself. The FRN employs ISO quality type auditors. Members who
have the ARC certificate pay a higher membership fee.
Figure 3 also indicates the relevance of the European level. The FRN is a founding member of Rreuse,
the European umbrella for social enterprises active in re-use, repair and recycling. FRN staff was

50

Another relevant government ‘program’ is The Public Services (Social Value) Act (31 January 2013). It provides
a framework for public services to take into account wider social, economic and environmental benefits
during procurement procedures (and hence not choose automatically the cheapest provider). In theory this
could enable FRN members to work more easily with (local) governments, but at the moment of
observation (early 2015) this has not opened many doors yet (I: FRN market development manager).
However, its effect might be indirect. For instance this Act was invoked in the creation of the National
Offender Management Services (Avise, 2014), which is now investigated by FRN members as an
employment experience scheme to engage with.
51
International Organization for Standardization is an independent, non-governmental membership organization
that develops voluntary International standards. Online: http://www.iso.org/iso/home/about.htm. Last
accessed 08-06-2015.
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actively involved in the many years work to develop the WEEE directive52 and the Waste Framework
Directive53 (WFD). These two pieces of European legislation have been very important to enable the
re-use economy in Europe (see also chapter 7.8.). Other European resources, namely via the European
Social Fund (ESF) and European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), have occasionally and indirectly
created opportunities for FRN re-use charities. For instance the main building of the SOFA Project in
Bristol, where the FRN also has its offices, has been co-financed with ERDF money. Also, some of the
national employment experience schemes that can be used by re-use charities are co-financed by the
ESF, namely the Community Work Placement (DWP - ESF funded) and the National Offender
Management Service (NOMS) (Department of Justice – ESF funded).

7

Governance challenges

This closing chapter identifies the governance challenges to social innovation in the FRN re-use charity
experience related to changing welfare state institutions. They are described as they emerged from
the documents and the field research, using the ImPRovE definition.

7.1

Mainstreaming social innovation

In the ImPRovE research the concept of mainstreaming is adopted to capture the evolution from a
localized, particular solution to unmet social needs in a specific context to a more broadly accepted
and applied idea and/or instrument that represents and enables a ‘better, alternative way of doing
things’.
Mainstreaming the re-use charity practices is an explicit goal of the sector. The mainstreaming strategy
of the network generally consists of two main strategies: (a) becoming more professional and
entrepreneurial; (b) raising the profile of the sector i.e. “being more loud and proud” about the social,
environmental and economic value that is created.
One of the big challenges for mainstreaming is to make the sector look and move in the same direction.
This is far from evident given the huge local differences amongst re-use charities in terms of size,
network and professionalization. Therefore the idea to ‘brand’ the different organisations (make them
share a name, logo or appearance) does not seem feasible at the moment (I: FRN director).
The FRN and some of its local centres seem to operate on the assumption that mainstreaming implies
becoming more entrepreneurial. Only thus, they believe, can they professionalize, grow and take on
bigger contracts. In this view, which is put forward by the umbrella organization, FRN members are
special and important because of their social and environmental value and the fact that they work with
vulnerable groups, but as organisations they should not act or think very different from regular firms.
Insights from the business world could support the local centres to better realise their charitable and
ecologic objectives (I: FRN market development manager). So in this view, being a social enterprise
that sells some of its goods at market sensitive prices and has contracts with large retailers should not
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The Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive in the European Community directive 2002/96/EC on
waste electrical and electronic equipment, which became European Law in February 2003.
53
Directive [2008/98/EC] of the European Parliament and of the Council on waste since 17 June 2008
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be in conflict with being a local charity that works with volunteers to provide low priced goods to poor
households.
However, some evolutions in the sector indicate that there is indeed some tension between being a
charity for the poor and being a social enterprise that engages with the wider public. Research has
shown that the proportion of volunteers compared to employees and trainees usually drops when the
organisation takes on more contracts (Curran & Williams, 2010). Another aspect of this mainstreaming
process has been to change the image being solely for the poor. The perception of being for the poor
or having ‘poor’ quality goods is regarded as a threshold for people to engage with charity shops
(Dururu et al., 2015). In the SOFA Project this orientation towards the wider public is reflected in the
attention paid to the design of the shops, the way items are priced and being aware of trends like
vintage (I: Director SOFA).
Not all local centres appreciate this evolution. They do feel that becoming more entrepreneurial
threatens their charitable objectives, which they regard as the most important of all (see also #7 Intraorganisational tensions). The vision of the FRN is that this is not the case, but that the sector needs the
money and professionalism from working with businesses in order to maintain and strengthen their
charitable activities, like strengthening the chances to work in Local Welfare Assistance schemes.
The goal of becoming a professional, pro-active sector of re-use charities that does not depend on
government grants also needs to be understood in a competitive context. As re-use is increasingly
mainstreamed in general (the popularity of second hand goods on flea markets and via the internet,
the impact of European legislation etc.), other actors like private waste disposal companies are
increasingly interested in entering the re-use market. Focussing on professionalization while being
“loud and proud” about the social and environmental value is a way to avoid that re-use activity is
coopted or pushed out by large for profit players.
As such, the mainstreaming of the re-use ECO WISE model depends heavily on the extent to which it
is recognized for the value(s) it creates (I: FRN director) (See also Gelbmann & Hammerl, 2015). As
discussed in chapter six (6.2.) of this report, the sector finds it difficult to see this recognition from
government. There is no nation-wide format for local authorities to engage with re-use charities, these
contract-based relationships are negotiated on the local level. Also, the national policy documents
about re-use (see for instance DEFRA, 2013) attribute little attention to the role played by the FRN.
These are potential opportunities for the government to support mainstreaming, which remain
underdeveloped. In this regard, also the cuts in government funding for Local Welfare Assistance is a
big threat for the sector and the mainstreaming of tis activities because this kind of public involvement
was an important element in realizing this supply chain that connect consumers and mainstream
society with people in a crisis situation (see also #6 Avoiding responsibility). In contrast, over the last
years the network was able to develop and expand its activities in cooperation with businesses who
are bringing re-use closer to their customers.
In the following years the FRN aims to use the support of philanthropists to invest more in
communication and data collection about its social impact. They hope that in that way they can attract
more customers and make a stronger case for local authorities and other stakeholders to work with
them.
The above already indicated that the FRN has clear ideas on how to establish alliances between
stakeholders to push these processes further in the near future. One of these strategies is to continue
to organize the take back of used materials for large for profit companies like IKEA, John Lewis and
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others, linking the goals of the sector with the corporate responsibility goals of these businesses.
Another important strategy is to promote the forging of alliances between local re-use charities, local
authorities and other local actors with an ecological or poverty agenda (I: Market development
manager). For them, this is a matter of ‘being loud and proud’ about the value FRN members already
realize and demand recognition as partner in waste and poverty reduction. A third strategy is to try to
forge linkages between theory, research and practice to support their claims with evidence and vision.
This is done through co-authorship (see for instance Dururu et al., 2015), gathering data, participating
in research projects and so on.
We see, hear and read so much theory and discussion about what should be done to create a
better society and environment from think-tanks, academia, journalists and consultants.
However this discourse appears disconnected to, or unaware of, the work of these community
organisations who put leadership into practice … The community sector is busy sorting society’s
ills in a practical sense – what is needed is help to address the vision and gain the authority and
evidence to do the next best thing to make a real difference. (21-08-2015)54

7.2

Welfare mix: avoiding fragmentation

Driven, amongst others, by a marketization of services and a localization of responsibilities in a context
of austerity politics, local welfare mixes (the configuration of local actors involved in service provision)
risk to become increasingly complex and competition driven. This might pose a challenge of
fragmentation for social innovation because this tendency can hamper the possibility to share policy
strategies and aims among stakeholder, which limits possibilities of social innovators to impact broader
systems of governance and welfare provision.
This challenge of a fragmentation of the welfare mix appears in this case of FRN re-use charities at
different levels. The observations on cooperation at the local level in this case study confirm the
conclusions of previous research on cooperation of re-use organisations and local authorities
(Alexander & Smaje, 2008; Curran and Williams, 2010). These two papers argue that a better
cooperation between re-use organisations and local authorities could benefit both actors in several
ways. However, narrow quantitative performance indicators, the dominant practice of ad hoc grant
funding and relatively poor integration of local government services lead to misrecognition of potential
benefits delivered by the organisations. These are large thresholds for long-term strategic partnership
for waste management and overall better integration of services at the local level.
We are working in silo’s. We’re useless at joining up benefits, values. It is all compartmentalized
and they can’t bring the two together. This might be our biggest problem. (I: FRN director)
The issue of fragmentation, which is related to a lack of coordination between different departments
of local authorities, also stems from a lack of an integrated vision on the national level. Here the FRN
expressed its disappointment in DEFRA’s latest waste plans. Besides fragmentation in local welfare
mix, changes in national policies and the employment policies and Local Welfare Assistance in
54

Chief executive of the FRN Craig Anderson in the article ‘Giving hope & improving life chances – making a vision
reality’ (21-08-2015). Online: http://www.frn.org.uk/blog/item/16-giving-hope-improving-life-chancesmaking-vision-a-reality.html (Last accessed 1-09-2015).
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particular, have resulted in an increased variation amongst localities, resulting in an increasingly
fragmented landscape of service provision across England (see also 5 uneven access).

7.3

Welfare mix: participatory governance

The challenge here is to design a framework for localized forms of welfare provision that includes
decentralized participatory (deliberative) institutions in a way that the social needs and interests of
excluded groups are represented and recognized and makes institutions more responsive to them.
Within this case study, this did not appear to be taken on explicitly as a challenge by the FRN or the
SOFA Project. Arguably the sector does represent the needs and interests of excluded group by
supporting and providing Local Welfare Assistance and employment experience trajectories for people
who have difficulties on the regular labour market. However, this ‘representation’ does not rely on a
specified method for deliberation or target population representation that is shared amongst FRN
members.

7.4

Equality and diversity

Migration challenges the welfare systems to adapt and be more sensitive to the recognition of diversity
in ethnic background.
Based on the interviews and document study dealing with ethnic diversity is not considered as a major
challenge for FRN members. It might be considered a challenge for organisations, which have a large
number of staff with a recent migration history (who still need to learn the language and so on), but it
is not a major sector wide topic and there is no sector wide data available on these matters.

7.5

Uneven access

Discussing the access to services for people at risk of poverty provided by FRN members one should
bear in mind that both the Local Welfare Assistance (and similar) schemes and the work experience
trajectories for people who are difficult to ‘activate’ are a last option and constitute residual services
of the English welfare regime. In that sense they are per definition not meant to be for all, but only for
people who meet certain criteria of deprivation or who do not succeed in getting access to the labour
market for a long period of time. Access to these services is regulated through a variety of procedures,
that are not uniform across the country: online or face to face application, procedures related to the
specific work experience trajectories (who are for instance very different for prisoners), needs
assessment by local authorities etc.
The context of budget cuts to the Local Welfare Assistance and discourses that problematize welfare
dependency, puts pressure on these schemes (often provided by FRN members) to distinguish
between those who really need (deserve) it and those who abuse the system. Some respondents feel
that there is still a lot of work to be done to regulate access in this regard in order to make the system
more efficient. They perceive that several people who do not really need the material support, still try
to use the system and it is not easy to distinguish between the ones who do not really need it and the
ones who do (I: Director SOFA; FRN operations manager). Others observe that recent evolutions, such
as the fact that working with cash and the development of new, more holistic schemes, have already
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meant a significant progress from the perspective of reducing fraud (I: FRN market development
manager) (see also # 6 Avoiding responsibility).
As discussed throughout this report (and #2 Avoiding fragmentation in particular) reforms and budget
cuts in both Local Welfare Assistance and welfare to work schemes have resulted in an increase of
variation amongst regions and localities. Obviously, where local authorities do not spend money on
Local Welfare Assistance, FRN members will not be able to provide the same services as in localities
where local authorities do organize this service. Even if local authorities organize such schemes, it does
not necessarily mean that they recognise and embed re-use and local re-use charities in their crisis
provision (I: FRN market development manager).
Given this large variation among municipalities, individual re-use charities need to be pragmatic in the
services they can provide in their area, depending on their networks and whether they can get certain
contracts. As a sector representative the FRN is vocal about the importance of certain services from
the perspective of the interest and needs of people in poverty across the country and from their own
interest as an actor in the re-use economy. The FRN involvement in the Keep The Safety Net campaign
that argued for keeping the English budget for Local Welfare Assistance, in which the sector wants to
play a role, illustrate how these recent reforms and changes in funding present challenges for the
sector. In their online publications the sector calls the government for a fair distribution of resources,
but under the current circumstances the sector cannot guarantee equal access for all citizens across
the country that need their services.

7.6

Avoiding responsibility

This challenge relates to the position of socially innovative activities in the context of retrenching
welfare states and austerity and the challenge faced by social innovation initiatives of being used as a
vehicle for governments withdrawing from earlier responsibilities.
Based on the interviews with representatives of the network and the articles published on the FRN
website the current situation of re-use charities could be regarded as a textbook example of socially
innovative initiatives that are faced with this challenge. This is most tangible in the case of the reforms
of the Social Fund into Local Welfare Assistance and the budget cuts that followed. This is a clear
example of ‘passive subsidiarity’ (Kazepov, 2008) i.e. a devolution of responsibilities to a lower level of
government without a devolution of resources to match these responsibilities.
As representatives of the sector point out, the provision of cheap basic goods is a form of emergency
help, which is necessary rather than desirable in a context where governments and market do not
sufficiently enable citizens to alleviate those needs. The sector encourages government to take more
and not less responsibility in facilitating emergency help and support for materially deprived
households, as they are convinced that local authorities and civil society organisations are not able to
provide it on their own in the current context.
We are here despite the government. Because they won’t do it, so we have to do it. And that’s
where our sector started in the 1980s and now we are still doing it. (I: Director FRN)
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FRN supports the Government’s plan to ask local authorities to assess local needs and provide the
appropriate support, but the problem lies in how they fund this support; a tough challenge as local
authority budgets reduce and resources are stretched further. (10-09-2014)55
Discourses about budget cuts, avoiding welfare dependency and increasing the efficiency of welfare
assistance schemes and welfare to work schemes by distinguishing between the ‘deserving’ and
‘underserving’ poor can also be seen as a way for government to avoid its responsibilities to protect
all citizens from poverty. To a certain extent re-use charities are forced and even willing to participate
in this exercise of distinguishing between more and less deserving poor, however they maintain that
public institutions and civil society should continue to take on responsibility for the less well-off in
society. This remains an important mission of the FRN network, which is intertwined with their interest
in gathering resources and managing contracts for local authorities.
The sector is equally critical of what they perceive as a lack of effort and vision in waste reduction and
environmental policy that should do more to promote re-use and recognize the added value of their
sector in this regard (I: FRN director). FRN is very concerned that the new waste policy threatens the
re-use economy and its charitable goals. The Government Review of Waste Policy in England 2011 56
does mention the work of the FRN and claims to support private businesses, third sector organisations
(TSO) and local authorities alike, but the support for TSO’s is not very concrete and it seems that larger
for profit organisations are the preferred partner. In a 2010 article Curan & Williams (2010) pointed to
the importance of the 2007 Waste Strategy for England57 for resolving DEFRA’s previous lack of support
for waste re-use and third sector engagement. However, from the FRN perspective, apart from some
relatively small local actions and the implementation of the European regulations, this did not benefit
the sector that much. Furthermore, the recent publications give the impression that the 2007
commitment to working with TSO’s (DEFRA, 2007) is even scaled back. In 2013 FRN published an article
on its website called ‘DEFRA’s Proposed Waste Policy could lead to crisis for millions of people’.
FRN asserts that more meaningful intervention and leadership by DEFRA with local government
and business would make it easier for the social economy re-use sector to get access to more
reusable bulky household waste, in order to alleviate poverty and minimise waste… For example,
DEFRA could set re-use targets, by which local authorities would be forced to consider and work
with the local social economy re-use. Currently, this is a very patchy, ad-hoc approach employed
by the more innovative local authority in England. Cross-departmental benefits would be
obtained by waste, welfare, housing and community-focused departments. (24-09-2013)58

7.7

Intra-organisation tensions

Socially innovative initiatives face the challenge of seeing their mission reflected in the structure of
their internal organisation. This can create tensions between the different interests involved. This
55

http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/330-keepthesafetynet.html (Last accessed 08-06-2015).
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69401/pb13540-wastepolicy-review110614.pdf (Last accessed 08-06-2015).
57
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/228536/7086.pdf
(Last
accessed 08-06-2015).
58
http://www.frn.org.uk/frn-news/296-defra-s-proposed-waste-policy-could-lead-to-crisis-for-millions-ofpeople.html (Last accessed 04-06-2015).
56
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appears to be a challenge indeed for individual re-use charities who feel that their most important
goals, namely charity and poverty relief, is threatened by trends of professionalization and more
entrepreneurialism. They want to hold on to their older organisational structure and ways of doing
things, while others argue that professionalization, building up expertise about electrical appliance and
waste reduction, having commercial contracts etc. are necessary to continue and mainstream the reuse activities (see also #1 Mainstreaming). This poses also challenges for the FRN that wants its
members to evolve in the same direction in order to be a strong and coherent sector. It illustrates the
tension between the FRN’s roles of being a representatives of their members and a strategic leader of
the sector.
We sometimes have resistance from the small, more communal oriented ones who think that
this threatens the role of volunteers and the idea of pure charity. (I: FRN enterprise liaison
manager)

7.8

Enabling legal framework
“A lot of it comes from Europe… Thank god, we wouldn’t have an environment sector if it weren’t
for European legislation.” (I: Director FRN)

The quote makes clear that for the FRN European legislation, in contrast to national legislation,
provided an enabling framework to develop and expand their activities. The FRN is a founding member
of Rreuse, the European umbrella organisation for social enterprises active in re-use, repair and
recycling. FRN staff was actively involved in the many years of collaborative work to develop the WEEE
directive59 and the Waste Framework Directive60 (WFD). These two pieces of European legislation have
been very important to enable the re-use economy in Europe. One of the main features of the WFD is
the European Waste Hierarchy, inspired by the Ladder of Lansink. Prevention of waste production
comes first, then re-use and preparation for re-use, then recycling, recovery and disposal is the lowest
in the hierarchy. As such it recognizes re-use as one of the preferred strategies for waste reduction.
The WEEE-directive is important amongst others for its rules for product take back, which opens up a
range of activities related to taking back and repairing old electrical appliances. This European
legislation obliged member state governments to develop an environmental policy. The FRN director
was involved in the implementation of these policies by national bodies like the Department for
Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA).
Government frameworks for employment experience trajectories, some of the co-funded by the ESF,
are important for the sector as well because the provide a from and limited resources to take on cheap
labour in exchange for training and support of people with a long distance form the labour market.
The Social Value Act has the potential of creating more chances for the sector to get public contracts.
At the time of gathering data (October 2014- February 2015) its impact has been perceived as very
limited (I: FRN market development manager).

59

The Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment Directive in the European Community directive 2002/96/EC on
waste electrical and electronic equipment, which became European Law in February 2003.
60
Directive [2008/98/EC] of the European Parliament and of the Council on waste since 17 June 2008
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Appendix I
The data collection for this ImPRovE case study consists of:
-

Extensive literature and document study on the topics and projects at hand.

-

Five in-depth qualitative interviews involving the director of the SOFA Project in Bristol and
several staff members of the FRN which is located in Bristol and one of the staff members who
was coordinating the FRN involvement in the Keep the Safety Net campaign, who is based in
Manchester (interviewed over the phone). The FRN enterprise liaison manger was interviewed
first together with the FRN director, but she gave a more informal follow up interview and
assisted with the selection of relevant documents and literature. Interviews were conducted
between October 2014 and March 2015. One follow-up interview with the FRN market
development manager was conducted over the phone in November 2015.
o
o
o
o
o

(I: FRN director)
(I: FRN enterprise liaison manager)
(I: Director SOFA)
(I: FRN operations manager)
(I: FRN market development manager)

-

The researchers attempted to organize a focus group with both Bristol actors and people from
the national network. However, some of the interviewees made clear that a focus group with
different stakeholders (like representatives of local authorities) was not a good idea in the
current competitive climate of budget cuts and negotiations about contracts. After several
proposals the researchers decided that it was not opportune to organize a focus group for this
case at that particular time.

-

All interviewees have been given the opportunity to read the draft report and give comments.
We have received various written comments, which we took into account when finalizing the
report.
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ImPRovE: Poverty Reduction in Europe.
Social Policy and Innovation
Poverty Reduction in Europe: Social Policy and Innovation (ImPRovE) is an international
research project that brings together ten outstanding research institutes and a broad
network of researchers in a concerted effort to study poverty, social policy and social
innovation in Europe. The ImPRovE project aims to improve the basis for evidence-based
policy making in Europe, both in the short and in the long term. In the short term, this is
done by carrying out research that is directly relevant for policymakers. At the same time
however, ImPRovE invests in improving the long-term capacity for evidence-based policy
making by upgrading the available research infrastructure, by combining both applied and
fundamental research, and by optimising the information flow of research results to
relevant policy makers and the civil society at large.
The two central questions driving the ImPRovE project are:
How can social cohesion be achieved in Europe?
How can social innovation complement, reinforce and modify macro-level policies
and vice versa?
The project runs from March 2012 till February 2016 and receives EU research support to
the amount of Euro 2.7 million under the 7th Framework Programme. The output of
ImPRovE will include over 55 research papers, about 16 policy briefs and at least 3
scientific books. The ImPRovE Consortium will organise two international conferences
(Spring 2014 and Winter 2015). In addition, ImPRovE will develop a new database of local
projects of social innovation in Europe, cross-national comparable reference budgets for
6 countries (Belgium, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Italy and Spain) and will strongly expand
the available policy scenarios in the European microsimulation model EUROMOD.

More detailed information is available on the website http://improve-research.eu.
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