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'Bridging' Social Capital Seminar Series  
 
Seminar no.1: Building Bridges 
12 June 2008, at NCVO  
 
Background  
This is the first in a series of seminars jointly organised by the National Council for 
Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) and the Carnegie UK Trust Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society in the UK & Ireland. The aim of the series is to improve the understanding 
of the dynamics of social capital by exploring its operation in a number of different 
contexts.  
 
The seminars will provide an opportunity for practitioners, academics and policymakers 
to share insights into how ‘bridging’ social capital is generated and how it can enhance 
the effectiveness of civil society associations and organisations committed to change 
and contribute to a more inclusive and socially just society. 
 
The remaining seminars will look at the following themes: Social capital and dimensions 
of equality (July); Diversity and social cohesion (September); Intergenerational 
connections (October); Bridging the learning divide (November) and A more civil society 
(December). 
 
Objectives  
The seminar aimed to: 
 
·  Examine how voluntary and community organisations and other civil society 

organisations can successfully build bridges between different communities. 
·  Explore what lessons can be learnt from existing ‘bridging organisations’. 
·  Identify the key challenges ‘bridging organisations’ are faced with and how these 

might be addressed. 
·  Identify key success factors contributing to effective ‘bridging strategies’. 

 

Speakers 
The speakers at the seminar were:  
 
·  Professor Margaret Harris (Institute for Voluntary Action Research) who presented 

her research into neighbourhood-based activity intended to build bridges between 
people and communities traditionally divided by ethnic or religious differences.  

·  Catherine Howarth (London Citizens) who examined the contribution of community 
organising to bridge building. 

 
Karl Wilding from NCVO chaired and facilitated the seminar. 
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In a nutshell  
 
Summary of Margaret Harris’ presentation and commen ts 

 
·  Bridge building activities respond to local circumstances and needs. Bridge 

building also requires an external environment that is supportive. 
·  Inter-group contacts need to be positively encouraged, organised and facilitated. 

They don’t just happen.   
·  Government funding is not the prime source of support. Grassroots bridge 

building activities mostly rely on independent sources, such as grants from 
charitable trusts, volunteer time and sharing the resources of a ‘partner’ or 
‘parent’ organisation.  

·  There is a clear preference for social, educational, cultural, sporting activities 
rather than the more confrontational and controversial activities.  

·  Clear categorisations based on ethnicity or faith are not necessarily salient at the 
grassroots level. Divides may be based on country of origin, or categories may 
be overlapping.   

·  Common experiences, not just common goals, can be a foundation for building 
bridges (e.g. common experiences of refugee status or the fact that your children 
are attending the same local school). 

·  To build bridges people need to interact both within their own identity and across 
boundaries. You have to allow people to build their identity and enable them to 
bridge at the same time.  

·  Bridge building requires entrepreneurs with a vision and the ability to network 
within and across boundaries and generate trust. 

 
 
Summary of Catherine Howarth’s presentation and com ments 
 

·  Building skills in active citizenship as well as relationships within and across 
member organisations are equally important to London Citizens achieving its 
objectives. 

·  Members of London Citizens people are able to hold accountable significant 
power holders and challenge power structures. This really motivates people to 
get involved. 

·  However, people also value belonging to a network that is both diverse and 
unified. 

·  It is more difficult to be taken seriously by power holders if you haven’t taken the 
trouble to build bridges and come together. 

·  London Citizens provides spaces in which both bridging and bonding can 
happen. It is because there is bridging and bonding that linking is possible. 

·  In order to be effective, groups that bridge need to be well bonded.  London 
Citizens very much encourages its members to develop a relations culture 
internally. 

·  London Citizens uses a very deliberate approach with a set of processes that 
people become familiar with and that they can trust. 

·  Key to London Citizens’ approach is having a small team of professional 
community organisers whose role it is to identify community leaders with many 
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relationships inside their local community and an appetite for reaching beyond it. 
 
 
Building Bridges at the Grassroots: Emerging Resear ch Findings 
Professor Margaret Harris (Institute for Voluntary Action Research) 
 
Introduction 
This presentation summarises some of the emerging findings from an ongoing research 
study ‘Bridge Building at the Grassroots’. We define bridge building activities (BBAs) as 
local or community activities intended to increase contacts between members of faith 
and/or ethnic groups which have historically or traditionally been divided or antagonistic.  
Our working definition is not identical to some of the academic definitions of ‘bridging 
social capital’. 
 
Earlier research 
A literature review was carried out in the following areas: 
 
·  Social capital, particularly bridging social capital. 
·  Psychological aspects of engaging with ‘the other’.  
·  Debates on multiculturalism, social cohesion and integration. 
·  Peace and reconciliation in high-conflict areas. 
·  Interfaith dialogue. 
 
A number of interesting themes emerged across this literature: 
 
·  Social cohesion requires that people interact within their own identity group and 

also across boundaries of those groups. Both activities are required. 
·  Inter-group contacts need to be positively encouraged and organised. They don't 

just happen. They are not spontaneous activities. 
·  One of the most successful ways of developing inter-group contacts is to develop 

shared goals, identities and experiences. These shared goals are sometimes 
called ‘super-ordinate goals’ - i.e. goals above the goals. Each group may have 
its own goals and what you have to do is set up something above those which 
people in the different groups can agree to. Research in former Yugoslavia 
showed that having quite practical super-ordinate goals (such as rebuilding 
houses together) is particularly effective. This finding conflicts with some of the 
research done in Northern Ireland which says you cannot get people together 
unless they first confront their differences. But, this is not confirmed by most of 
the literature. 

·  Social cohesion requires a supportive economic, social and public policy 
environment. 

 
Research project 
The research project aimed to fill some of the gaps that were identified by the literature 
review and looked at: 
 
·  Bridge building at the grassroots level. 
·  Relationships across multiple faith and ethnic groupings to reflect the diversity of 

Britain today.  
·  Organisational frameworks for voluntary and community organisations that 
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sustain bridge building. 
 
The key research questions that the project aimed to explore were: 
 
·  How do people interact across faith and ethnic boundaries at the grassroots i.e. 

in the areas where they work, live and study? 
·  What organisational factors help or hinder such interactions? 
 
Mapping  
This presentation is an overview of the findings for the first phase of the project - a 
mapping exercise of BBAs in three very diverse urban areas: Birmingham, Oldham and 
Tower Hamlets. Using networking and snowballing techniques, a total of 165 BBAs were 
identified in these areas. Interviews were successfully conducted with representatives of 
127 BBAs. Identifying these BBAs was a difficult and slow process, and it showed that 
these activities are very much beneath the radar. 
 
Founding 
Nearly 40% of the 127 BBAs were well established and had started in 2002 or before. 
There was a noticeable increase in start-ups in 2005 and 2006 and this is probably 
linked to new sources of governmental funding being available. 
 
Aims and objectives 
A majority of representatives (64%) said that their bridge building was initially driven by a 
specific vision to build bridges across faith and/or ethnic groups. Bridge building was 
what they were about. It wasn't incidental. There was a wide range of aims and many 
BBAs had multiple aims. 95% of all BBAs were aimed at encouraging social cohesion 
and/or social interaction and/or mutual understanding. 
 
Organisational roots 
Nearly 50% of BBAs were part of an existing charity. Very few were registered charities 
in their own right, which explains to a certain extent why they were so difficult to identify. 
More than a third (35%) began with a pre-existing third sector organisation expanding its 
activities. This confirmed previous research findings which say that you need the support 
and facilitation to build bridges. More than a quarter (27%) began from an 
entrepreneurial initiative, sometimes one  taken by a governmental organisation, but 
much more usually by a third sector organisation or an individual who was in some way 
attached to a third sector organisation. So roughly two-thirds of BBAs (63%) were 
originally nurtured by a pre-existing organisational structure of some sort. This is an 
important finding and a potential lesson for funders - it may not be smart to give money 
to free-standing groups of people. 
 
Interestingly, 21% of respondents reported that their BBA was started on the initiative of 
a single entrepreneurial individual. The research project found some exceptional 
individuals, who were very driven, visionary, extremely dedicated and quietly getting on 
with things. They were all grassroots. There were no national figures. Some such people 
were religious, but mostly not. 
 
Funding 
Nearly all BBAs (89%) received some kind of external funding (often very little) or in-kind 
external support.  The most frequently reported source of funding was charitable trusts, 
not government. This was followed by grants or contracts from national government or 
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the European Union and grants or contracts from local government. Few were getting 
funding from individuals, but they were getting donations in kind (e.g. volunteer time). 
This is very typical of the grassroots community sector. 
 
Who is brought together by bridge building 
61% described their bridge building as being clearly and specifically about ‘inter-faith’ or 
‘inter-ethnic’ interaction. 
 
Respondents in Oldham and Tower Hamlets were more likely than those in Birmingham 
to say that their BBAs were mainly inter-ethnic. Those in Tower Hamlets were more 
likely to say that their BBAs were mainly inter-faith. Birmingham respondents were more 
likely to describe combinations of groupings involved in their BBAs e.g. bridging across 
several ethnic groupings or across both faith and ethnic boundaries. 19% of BBAs were 
either solely concerned with bridging between people from different countries of origin or 
partially concerned with it. This was particularly the case in Birmingham. 
 
16% of respondents described their activities as just ‘generally bridge building’. They 
couldn't precisely say which groups they were bridging between. This reflects a degree 
of maturity in this country about conceptions of groupings – ‘we need to bridge but we 
can't put into words exactly the categories of people we are bridging; we just bring 
together people who are different’. It also confirms other research findings that show that 
faith and ethnicity are not clear cut categories and do not necessarily match personal 
experience of group boundaries. In the UK, at least, faith and ethnicity are in practice 
overlapping categories.  
 
What bridge building activities 
The research found that 81% of respondents were bridging by organising social 
activities. This was very interesting, as social activities are probably the one thing that 
government agencies are reluctant to fund. 72% were doing education, training and 
learning activities which are far easier to fund and 64% were involved in facilitated 
dialogue. Only four of the 127 respondents did not mention at least one of the above 
activities; and 54 (43%) mentioned that they did all three.   
 
Key points to note from the findings so far  
·  BBAs are beneath the radar of the usual data collection methods. They are not 

covered in the usual data sources and are difficult to find even if you talk to the 
people you think might be in the know (e.g. local authorities or local CVSs). 

·  BBAs respond to local circumstances and needs.  
·  Government funding does have some impact on start-ups, however it is not the 

prime source of support at the grassroots.  
·  BBAs mostly rely on independent sources, such as grants from charitable trusts, 

volunteer time and sharing the resources of a ‘partner’ or ‘parent’ organisation.  
·  There is a clear preference for social, educational, cultural, sporting activities 

rather than the more confrontational and controversial activities. This confirms 
some of the literature that says the smart route might not be to have a full and 
frank discussion on why people might be antagonistic to each other. 

·  Clear categorisations based on ethnicity or faith are not necessarily salient at the 
grassroots level.  Divides may be based on country of origin, or categories may 
be overlapping.  This raises issues for funding as external funders will often want 
to know which exact categories of people will be benefiting from the bridge 



 6 

building. 
·  Common experiences, not just common goals, can be a foundation for building 

bridges (e.g. common experiences of refugee status or the fact that your children 
are attending the same local school). 

 
 
Building bridges and community organising 
Catherine Howarth (London Citizens) 
 
Introduction 
London Citizens is an organisation of organisations, a membership alliance. It currently 
has 103 member organisations. A majority are congregations of different faiths and 
denominations, predominantly Christians. An explicit objective of London Citizens is to 
build bridges. London Citizens also exists to build power and the ability of communities 
to have a seat at the table in local decision-making. As an organisation, it is very 
interested in the potential of people coming together to generate power and voice on 
issues of concern. 
 
Campaigning and building skills 
London Citizens runs campaigns. This is the headline grabbing work of London Citizens. 
But, equally important, under the surface is training, the building of skills in active 
citizenship, and crucially, a very deliberate emphasis on relationship building within and 
across the member communities of the organisation. When member organisations meet 
to plan a campaign, time for people to have one-to-ones will be included on the agenda 
– usually 10 minute slots for participants to talk with people from another organisation. 
Often it is by far the most interesting and enjoyable moment of the meeting. There is a 
lot of social time built into our training. It is very much a sought outcome of the training: 
people having a good time discovering that others from a union branch, a school or an 
ethnic association, have a different background but share many common interests. 
 
Process matters 
In this picture (slide no.4) each group sitting around the table is one of the member 
organisations. They are talking amongst themselves but also debating about issues that 
matter to them with people from other member organisations. We try and provide spaces 
and forums in which both bridging and bonding are going on. The issues we work on are 
determined democratically through a voting process. Once the group discussion has 
taken place, people decide in their groups how they are going to vote. It might seem 
rather ‘over-created’ in a sense, but to achieve our objectives we have to be quite 
deliberate about things, and create processes that people become familiar with and that 
they can trust. Methodology counts. 
 
Challenging power structures 
2,500 people from London Citizens met recently with the Mayor of London candidates in 
advance of the elections to put proposals to them, things that collectively these diverse 
groups wanted to see happen (slides no.5 and 8). One of the reasons people come 
together and are willing to build bridges is to see needs met more effectively. One of the 
great things with opportunities like these is that people, not only get to hold accountable 
significant power holders, but they also recognise that they belong to something that is 
both diverse and quite unified. People come away feeling a real buzz of belonging to 
something that honours the particular and celebrates the fact that people can come 
together.  
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We take actions. We also organise marches. In this picture (slide no.6) we are marching 
towards the City Hall to sign a deal on ethical Olympic guarantees. Bridges need 
tensions and there are quite a lot of tensions in what we do because we do challenge 
power structures. I think it is one of the reasons why people stay committed to London 
Citizens, because they see London Citizens as a way of getting things done and of 
connecting with those who make decisions that affect their lives. 
 
This is a group of contract cleaners from Homerton hospital (slide no.8), who are very 
low paid. They are now on the living wage but this was not the case when we started our 
campaign. People in this picture are largely immigrant workers, who typically are not 
involved in public life and decision-making in London. 
 
Politicians and decision-makers like the Mayor are hard to meet if you haven’t taken the 
trouble to build those bridges, and come together into something significant and unified 
which deserves the recognition of people with that kind of status. This all looks very 
political, but it is a major motivational factor for people. The commitments we have 
received from the new Mayor are very positive and now our members want to stick 
together to make sure he comes good on his promises. 
 
Young people are savvy players 
There is a lot of involvement amongst young people through schools (slide no.9). The 
schools are very positive about what we do because citizenship education is on the 
curriculum and our work makes active citizenship something very real. In our experience 
young people are extremely good negotiators and savvy players when it comes to non-
partisan political action. We are currently working with young people around on a 
campaign to make the streets of London safer and they are coming up with some 
brilliant ideas. Their ideas have been communicated to the Mayor’s office and they are 
been taken seriously and recognised, which is a great feeling. This comes more easily, I 
think, in the context of a BBA. 
 
Bridging and bonding are both important 
A picture (slide no.11) of one of the Roman Catholic parishes has been included in the 
presentation because London Citizens does a lot of bridging, but it also does a lot of 
bonding. We encourage our members to develop a relations culture internally, in which 
people can have one-to-ones with each other and talk together about their life histories 
or local issues, about things that they think the parish or London Citizens should do. A 
lot of the motivation comes from the leadership development that emerges from that kind 
of bonding work in each of the member groups. In order to be effective, bridge building 
groups need to be well bonded. You cannot be internally disorganised.  So, we very 
much encourage bonding in the context of trying to create bridges. 
 
A very deliberate strategy 
We have a small team of professional community organisers whose role it is to go out 
and identify the people who are often below the radar, but who have a myriad of 
relationships within their local community, and an appetite for reaching beyond it. It is the 
role of the professional organisers to identify those leaders, who are out there and to 
help them develop their skills, relationships and bridges. They become key players in our 
campaigns and help formulate, negotiate and achieve our campaigning aims. A 
community organiser is often described as a talent scout. 
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What holds London Citizens together is that it is not owned by any one organisation. 
Members are all co-owners in this joint endeavour. And the more they know each other, 
the more that whole social dimension becomes immensely motivational, as well as the 
more political dimension. 
  
 
Discussion 
 
Paul Roberts (Barrow Cadbury Trust)  
Catherine you said the people who come to London Citizens come because they see 
you as a place where things can get done, and I wonder whether that is the key to this 
debate around bridging. Do people come to London Citizens first and foremost because 
they have got a common need and want to achieve the same thing? Do they go there 
because they want to make a bridge, or is that a happy by-product that occurs naturally? 
I wonder with organisations that are set up explicitly to build bridges but not to address a 
common cause whether they actually attract people who would make bridges anyway. It 
was really interesting when you talked about power. Why are we so nervous about 
creating an integrated and cohesive society? When you look at the externalities of not 
having a cohesive society they are often to do with disempowerment, disadvantage and 
poverty. If you look at people who are involved in street gangs they are usually not 
middle class people. If you look at people who vote BNP they are usually very poor, 
disenfranchised people.  
 
Beth Longstaff (Community Development Exchange) 
Catherine’s presentation very much picked up on the point about super-ordinate goals. 
Whether it is a social, sporting or campaigning activity it is the identification of something 
that is shared which is the important thing. If you set up an organisation to build bridges 
you probably will not get 2,500 people, but inviting them to a meeting to address power 
holders, on issues they can campaign on, will. My other reflection is about theory and 
the clear importance of deliberate organising. In community organising and community 
development there is a theoretical background to why you are doing things in the way 
you are. This is really important and it gets lost in a lot of manufactured community 
programmes. 
 
Catherine Howarth  
Theory is rather important. It really helps if you have a model and concepts to start with, 
even if they are imperfect. The thing with having a model is that you have to be flexible. 
Rules are there to be broken. It does indeed help to have an over-arching analysis of 
how groups relate, what motivates people, the role that self-interest and power play in 
these arenas. But theory does not turn people on – action and results do. You get there 
by hopefully getting a small, but growing number of people involved. But it is true that 
our training does give people some theory. Some of them quote it back to me three 
years later and I’m stunned. 
 
Margaret Harris  
We have to draw a distinction between intentional and incidental bridge building. It does 
not mean that people need to be told to do one or the other, but the root to a group’s 
activity is different. What do London Citizens want to do? Are they trying to empower 
people or are they trying to bring people together? For the people we studied it was 
mostly not about action - that was the incidental bit. These were people with a vision. It 
was the old voluntary sector thing of: “I have a vision of people sitting together in a room 
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talking to each other”; “I have a vision of kids from this part of town playing football with 
kids from another part of town” – just for the sake of it. Somebody said to us about a 
football project we studied: “It’s not about winning or loosing the game. It’s about 
participating”. It is a great quote. I think it is important to make that distinction if we want 
to advance the debate. 
 
Catherine Howarth 
You have different people at different stages of the journey. There are people with a 
vision of bridge building but to engage a broader range of people who need something 
that will excite and connect with them – whether it’s a love of football or the need to get 
more affordable housing locally. What I see is that people come in to it for reasons of 
self-interest and then they realise they have really enjoyed meeting people from other 
backgrounds, and gradually they become more committed to this bigger vision of bridge 
building for its own sake. There is actually an evolution in people’s thinking. 
 
Andy Gregg (Lasa) 
I want to say something that I hope will be controversial but before I do, I’d like to say 
that I really enjoyed your presentations and remarks because they actually show that 
building solidarity, as I prefer to call it, or empowering people is something you do rather 
than something that you have. That is my problem with this concept of social capital, 
which I think is a load of old rubbish. In my opinion, it is a very dangerous and deeply 
ideological notion that stops us thinking about campaigning and doing things and starts 
us thinking about the mysterious glue that is supposed to have disappeared in 
communities and that we are supposed to somehow refind...this notion that somewhere 
there is something out there that can be refound by doing no more than, in a sense, 
eating samosas together, inviting imams to play cricket or organising drum workshops. 
There has to be more to it than that. Some of the best bridging I have seen has been 
about people getting together because they are unhappy with a third party, not because 
they are trying to build bridges with each other. Call me an old leftie but actually 
Grunwick was great in terms of building bridges between the Asian community in West 
London and some of the White working class. I am not saying it has to be the paradigm 
of behaviour but having more and more samosas together is not going to get us very far, 
because it stops looking at power inequality, discrimination and racism, the things that 
really matter in communities and localities.  
 
Mark Parker (bassac) 
I want to pick up on the contrast between the two presentations. Margaret was very 
much talking about the informal, the small, and the invisible – the social, sporting 
activities. Whereas Catherine was talking about the formal, the large and the visible - the 
campaigning activities trying to change the world. I suppose I want to know more about 
the relationship between the two. How far is one dependent on the other? How far does 
one precede the other? Is there a logical framework in which we can hold both these 
sets of activities and which gives us a way of intervening? My network is a network of 
community centres, formal organisations doing structured activities at neighbourhood 
level, trying to bring people together. But these same organisations are also involved in 
campaigning and changing their local setting. They seem to be very distinct in what we 
have talked about today but in our work they are linked. So, is there a theoretical 
framework that can bring them together? 
 
Tim Joss (Rayne Foundation) 
I am going to defend social capital. I agree with you it is about doing things but having 
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done it once you have actually accumulated some experience, some confidence, some 
skills – that is the capital. The more you do it the more capital you have. It is something 
that you accumulate and that you have to keep fresh as you go through life.  
 
What I took from Catherine’s presentation is the importance of linking social capital. My 
question to you is you recognise the links between bonding, bridging and linking but do 
you ever step back and take stock to what extent you have managed to accumulate a 
degree of bonding, bridging and linking social capital? To what extent have you 
managed to build that trust and mutual respect so that you can solve problems or tackle 
a threat when it emerges?  
 
Margaret - you talked about the importance of the social and educational experiences 
which bring people together, but I wonder to what extent you have seen further 
outcomes, maybe campaigning wins. I’m with Tim and the samosas. There is nothing 
wrong with that but what further steps can be taken?  
 
Margaret Harris 
I think the question about the similarities between the two presentations is very 
important. Both grassroots organisations and the larger more formal organisations need 
external funding, both need entrepreneurs with vision – people like Catherine. 
Incidentally, one of the things that we found is that a lot of the leaders and entrepreneurs 
we met had something in their personal background that enabled them to bridge 
particularly well – an extraordinary number of people were of mixed ethnic background, 
people who had grown up in particular circumstances which brought them into contact 
with people of difference ethnic groups and faiths, people who could cross from one 
community to another.  
 
So you need exceptional people in both cases. You also need facilitation of a particular 
sensitive sort. You need skilled facilitation or support. Some people have this intuitively, 
but most people don’t. You need flexibility. Circumstances change and you need to 
respond to them in the way you described Catherine. Trust has to be built. You have to 
allow people to build their own identity and enable them to bridge at the same time. You 
can’t interact with other people until you are sure of yourself. That is in the psychology 
literature as well. Catherine’s organisation is doing this simultaneously, so were the 
people we spoke to. In both cases the external environment is crucial. In London we 
found that the external environment was very supportive in general for bridging because 
of its history. To some extent Birmingham has that as well. But, this is not the case in 
Oldham. Somebody in Oldham said to us: “all the work we do here isn’t about bridging, 
it’s about preparing for bridging”. And that sums it up. If the metaphor is a river with 
people on either side of it, it is not about building the bridge, it is about getting people to 
walk to the river and even realise that there are people on the other side that they could 
talk to. 
 
I think the concept of bridging is incredibly important and useful, not necessarily ‘bridging 
social capital’ but ‘bridging’. It is something that all of us - activists, academics and 
policy-makers - should be picking up but we need to start seeing it as operating at 
different levels. In many geographical areas we are not there yet. It is more about 
preparing people to bridge-build because in some areas in terms of geography people 
are becoming more and more separated. In some places like Oldham there are very few 
places that are mixed in terms of residence.  
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Catherine Howarth 
For the presentation I put up pictures of some of our larger meetings and those do 
happen. But we have a lot more smaller meetings and those are the ones where people 
really talk with each other. The bigger meetings have a hugely important role, without a 
doubt, but they only happen as a result of much smaller and humbler activity.  
 
Regarding the comment on linking and how London Citizens might forget the bridging 
and the bonding. We have a little adage at London Citizens which is that all organising is 
reorganising. You have to constantly go back to one-to-ones. We work in areas in 
London where population turnover is very high so we have to constantly look out for new 
people. You never stop bonding and bridging. Linking is kind of a luxury that happens as 
a result of this on-going process of those two other things. 
 
Duncan Scott 
Religious ideology seems to be a thread that runs through, so how far can we generalise 
about organising? I’m thinking of the Chicago-based 1960’s organising, Saul Alinsky and 
various other church coalitions. These are not secular territories.  Therefore to 
generalise we need to take note of how much of this energy is coming from certain 
degrees of communal belief. Even if there are different beliefs in the framework they are 
coming from a similar territory. 
 
Tony Breslin (Citizenship Foundation) 
I’ve got a question for Margaret born from an observation we have been making in our 
organisation. It is a concern that what people working in participation are really good at 
is actually opening up more and more space for those who already enjoy participating, 
rather than for those who don’t participate. And there is an argument that if that is what 
we are doing then we should go home because we are widening the participation gap 
rather than narrowing it. Margaret mentioned I think that 2/3s of the BBAs they looked at 
had some connections with an existing third sector. What does your data say about the 
other third that do not have those links? How difficult or easy is it for them? 
 
Carl Allen (Local Compact Voice) 
There is a shortage of people who can move comfortably between communities and who 
are respected in these various communities. No matter how many organisations are set 
up to bridge and no matter how much we talk about social capital it is those people that 
actually make it happen. 
 
Margaret Harris 
On the faith question, in our study there was far less overtly faith-based bridging than we 
had expected, although that isn’t to say that the private motivations of these 
entrepreneurs weren’t religious. Quite a few of the bridge builders were actively bridging 
between specific faiths including this most amazing project where a group of Muslims 
and Christians were proposing to co-locate in the same building, which is as far as we 
know a first for this country and breaking down all sorts of barriers. There were quite a 
lot of faith BBAs, but not nearly as many as we had expected and not nearly as many as 
you would expect from the wide publicity given to interfaith dialogue. There were many 
people around with a more secular vision. In the case of Tower Hamlets where the 
proportion of faith-based bridge building was much higher, the churches were indeed an 
enormous force for bridge building. 
 
More space for the same people – yes, that is an interesting point but there is no way of 
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measuring it because you are always thinking you are preaching to the converted and 
that actual phrase ’preaching to the converted’ was used a lot in the second stage of our  
project which I haven’t talked about today. Nevertheless, numbers of people are 
amazingly high. At the same time we have to bear in mind that it is not always easy for 
people to identify themselves as being involved with a group which is bridging to another 
group. Again, if you are London-based, it is not going to strike you as much as if you are 
based outside London. There can be incredible peer pressures not to get involved with 
other cultures or groups. What was particularly upsetting for us as researchers was to 
find that the work with children, bringing children together across faith and ethnic 
boundaries, was often discouraged by parents. We need to pay attention to the barriers 
that individuals have to building bridges before we dismiss it all. This is not easy stuff.  
 
The point about individuals who can move easily across these boundaries – there is 
another concept we need to pay attention to – ‘reticulists’.  These are people who have 
somehow, usually intuitively, got a knack of building cycles of relationships between 
people. It is a bit like social capital: how do you bottle this stuff? Some of this is going to 
happen naturally as time passes because people are being born into mixed ethnic 
origins and mixed faith relationships, and mixed country of origin relationships. Some of 
this will start to gently solve itself over several generations but it is going to take a long 
time. 
 
Carl Allen 
Unless we can find people who can move between communities to carry messages, 
come back and say: “I’ve been over there and this is what I’ve found”. No matter how 
much we talk about organisations we need people who can say: “OK, I trust you. We can 
take a chance”. 
 
Margaret Harris 
You are absolutely right. We spoke to one of the leaders of this small group, a Muslim 
woman who was developing contacts between Muslim and Christian women. She did 
exactly what you describe. She said to the Muslim women: “We’re going to this Church. 
You stay with me, I won’t make you do anything that you shouldn’t be doing or that will 
make you unhappy or make you feel uncomfortable. I will look after you”. Now these are 
the sorts of people we need. We are talking about very basic levels of trust building and 
overcoming fear of the other. In Tower Hamlets somebody else said to us: “The minority 
communities feel that there’s a gate at the end of their road. We can’t see it but it’s there. 
They’re frightened of going beyond”. Fear: that is something we haven’t talked about 
much. There are a number of serious issues bubbling underneath all this. 
 
Catherine Howarth 
On the kind of people that we are looking out for – it is about finding those people who 
have this special skill which they often don’t even recognise. They are often not the 
people who head up these organisations. They just have this amazing ability to generate 
trust and a curiosity for people from other groups. But I do believe that there are far more 
of them out there. This is something to be unpacked. 
 
About faith, I don’t have a simple answer. We do have a lot of faith organisations at 
London Citizens, but we don’t exclusively have faith organisations. We are not an 
interfaith network, we are a civic alliance and we identify ourselves as such. I think the 
people of faith really love the fact that they are secular organisations in the mix. 
However, it is also clearly true that people’s understanding of what their faith demands 
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they do, which are things that are difficult like breaking boundaries and building 
relationships with people that are different, that does really come a lot of the time from 
faith. The faiths that I know best – Christianity and Islam – do bridge people of different 
nationalities and ethnicities. They both recognise that faith is something unifying across 
all that diversity and that is very valuable training for what needs to then go on. So faith 
has a role but it is not a central one. And there are clearly people who don’t have a faith 
and who are brilliant leaders in the way we have been talking. 
 
[no name] 
Margaret, in your research findings what are the super-ordinate goals of the BBAs you 
came across? Because in the Government literature cohesion is coming out as a super-
ordinate goal but that doesn’t seem to be the case at the grassroots level. There it is 
more about, as somebody said earlier, finding something that is bothering people and 
that motivates people. Things like gun crime, deprivation.  
 
Could you also say a little more about the scope of your research? Are you going to be 
looking at the impact of these BBAs? Have they had any long-term impact? 
 
Max Weaver (Community Links) 
There are some tensions around that are based on difference and strangeness, and not 
conventional inequalities of power in the economy and we have to be able to deal with 
those as well.  
 
Regarding BNP recruiting from marginalised communities, in Barking and Dagenham it 
is much more about conservative groups feeling that things are changing without having 
any influence over them. It is more about disempowerment than conventional 
marginalisation. 
 
About bridging, it is obviously very important to the way we live, but does it always have 
to be a by-product, somehow or other covert or inspired by some common enemy? If 
you had a cohesion club nobody would join, but they would maybe join a football club. 
Yet, it is the cohesion and the bridging that we are most concerned about. Can we be 
upfront about it or is it better not to be? Are we manipulating people? 
 
Rob Williamson (Northern Rock Foundation) 
I’m sure it is a separate piece of research, but I would be very interested to know how 
deliberate the funders of these activities were regarding bridging and to see what type of 
charities were hosting BBAs. I’m assuming many of them would be categorised as being 
single-issue groups, which Government doesn’t want us to fund any more. 
 
Margaret Harris 
First of all, the scope of the research – the second stage of the project is looking at nine 
of the BBAs in-depth. We are looking at organisational challenges and at what 
organisations have achieved. It should provide us with some interesting findings on 
impact. But as you know impact is very difficult to measure. 
 
As regards to funders, what is very dispiriting is the lack of vision by the local authorities 
who should be funding these BBAs and the way they are tying up organisations with 
very tight accountability, which is totally inappropriate. The very nature of these 
organisations means that what they really need are small sums of money with very few 
strings attached.  
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Which kinds of organisations – they were mostly not single-issue organisations. They 
were mostly attached to community anchors or generalist infrastructure organisations 
doing a range of projects at the local level.  
 
About super-ordinate goals or shared goals – for some of these organisations, 
separateness, difference, geographical polarisation is the problem. That is what they 
want to tackle, the fact that people living in the adjacent streets don’t know each other, 
that the children are going to separate schools and are growing up in a town not knowing 
each other. So, I would not rule out bringing people together as a super-ordinate goal. It 
may be hard for some of us in this room who are the sorts of people who may move 
easily between boundaries to conceptualise that it can be really an uncomfortable thing 
to know that you are not mixing with the people around you. I’m not very enamoured with 
the idea of denying that it is something bothering people. Yes, what is bothering people 
may be housing or local health services but it may also be people not mixing with each 
other. It depends on the areas. I am very glad we decided not to study just one area. 
The differences are enormous. 
 
Catherine Howarth 
One final thing on funders – I think London Citizens is very lucky to have funders that do 
understand what we are trying to do. There are some wonderful foundations out there 
that are really pleased when they come across groups involved in this kind of activity. 
We wouldn’t take any government money because we like to be independent and run 
our campaigns the way we want. We are really grateful to find independent trusts that 
value that business of supporting people to come together and identify their objectives. 
Most funders are saying we will fund X, Y or Z rather than this process from which 
emerges an agenda that people have thought of themselves. 
 



 15 

Biographies 
 
Margaret Harris 
Margaret Harris is Professor Emeritus, Aston University; Visiting Professor at Birkbeck, 
University of London; and Academic Adviser to the Institute for Voluntary Action 
Research (IVAR).  Before moving into academia in the 1980s, she worked as a 
researcher and policy analyst in local government and as a trainer and volunteer adviser 
with the Citizens Advice Bureau service. She was Assistant Director of the Centre for 
Voluntary Organisation at the LSE where she ran the MSc in Voluntary Sector 
Organisation, before moving to Aston Business School in 1999 as Britain’s first 
Professor of Voluntary Sector Organisation.  Her research interests include: voluntary 
boards; faith-based organisations; voluntary sector collaborations; corporate social 
responsibility; and bridge-building across faith and ethnic boundaries.  She is the author 
of ‘Organizing God’s Work: Challenges for Churches and Synagogues’ and co-editor of 
‘Voluntary Agencies: Challenges of Organisation and Management’ and ‘Voluntary 
Organisations and Social Policy in Britain’. Her many publications are listed at 
www.margaretharris.org.uk 
 
Catherine Howarth  
Catherine is the founder and lead organiser of West London Citizens, an alliance of 
diverse civil society groups who work together on local and regional campaigns to 
secure social and economic justice in West London. Previously Catherine launched the 
London Living Wage campaign when she worked as an organiser for the sister network, 
TELCO, in East London. Before working as a community organiser, Catherine was 
senior researcher at the New Policy Institute where she published work on a wide range 
of public policy issues. Catherine moves in July 2008 to become Chief Executive of 
FairPensions, a charity campaigning for responsible investment. 
 
Karl Wilding 
Karl Wilding is Head of Research at NCVO. His research interests include mapping the 
changing third sector economy and the relationship between new technologies and 
philanthropy. He is a trustee of the Association for Research in the Voluntary and 
Community Sector (ARVAC), a trustee of St Albans CVS, and an Honorary Senior 
Visiting Fellow at the Centre for Charity Effectiveness, Cass Business School in London. 
He is also a co-investigator for the ESRC/OTS Giving and Philanthropy Research 
Centre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


