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This report presents the results of the second Civic Survey, undertaken by Civic Voice 
during 2012. It is centred on responses to an online survey from 212 respondents.  The 
findings from Civic Survey 2012 will shape and guide the activities of Civic Voice for the next 
12-18 months.   
 
The third Civic Survey will be conducted in 2013 and will focus on a similar set of issues to 
ensure we have consistent data that can provide the evidence base for our strategy to 
deliver suitable support to civic groups. 
 
This report provides headlines on 
 

1. Civic Voice’s performance and ambitions for the future 
2. Civic movement’s aspirations for the future 
3. Opportunities provided by the new community rights 

 
The report also provides details on demographic and regional makeup of the civic society 
movement.  
 
Throughout the report, Civic Voice make a number of recommendations for the future of the 
civic society network and poses questions to individual civic groups and cluster groupings 
about how we can all respond to the challenges raised. 
 
The main results are presented below in the report and some of the key findings highlighted 
below. The full results are available on the website at www.civicvoice.org.uk  
 
Key findings 
 
Working together to build a movement 

 Over 200 civic groups participated in the Civic Voice Fair Planning Campaign against 

the National Planning Policy Framework which involved writing letters to local media.  

 72% of respondents said they had a very good or excellent understanding of Civic 
Voice’s work and 62% of people rate our work as either very good or excellent 

 
Localism 

 60.3% of civic groups believe in the next three years they will either “probably 

or definitely” participate in neighbourhood planning whereas 2.6% say they 

“definitely won’t” 35% of groups are still unsure at this point in time 

 There was a good awareness of Localism and the opportunities that it provides with 
nearly 70% of civic groups saying that they are “well informed or fairly well 
informed” about what Localism involves.  
 

Funding 

 29% of civic groups have said that the funding cuts to local government have had a 

“negative impact” on their work compared with 55.7% who have said they had yet to 

experience any impact.  

 45.7% of civic groups have undertaken some fundraising activity during the past 

twelve months  

http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/


 

 

 Of the 29% of civic groups who have experienced negative impact from funding cuts 

– 53.1% have undertaken additional fundraising activities in the past twelve months 

 
What is a civic group? 
 
Civic societies are “community based and volunteer led groups who promote civic pride in 
their area. They exclude single issue groups. The world’s first civic society was formed 
in 1846 - The Sid Vale Association (www.sidvaleassociation.org.uk) - and is still a vibrant 
group today. The “youngest” civic society is the Worksop Civic Society founded in March 
2012.  
 
Audit of civic groups 
 
A difficulty that has existed for the civic movement for many years is working out accurately 
how many “civic groups” exist.  
 
In 1977 there were some 1259 civic groups registered throughout the UK. By the time 
the Civic Trust went into administration this number had fallen to around 500 (across 
England).  Approximately 100 civic groups exist across Scotland, Wales and Ireland. 
 
Civic Voice has prioritised activity over the past 18 months to build up its database to find out 
in as much detail how many groups exist. The most accurate number of civic groups in 
England today that can be classed as functioning and operating with a programme of work is 
in approximately 500 groups meaning Civic Voice has almost 2/3 of civic groups as 
members. This number does not take into consideration the many more groups that exist to 
champion their local area, that of course, could be future members of Civic Voice. 
 

Civic society movement today 
 
Civic societies are independent organisations that share similar aims and ambitions to Civic 
Voice – to create a country where every individual can say, “I am proud of where I live”.  
 
60% of civic groups are registered as charities, while many more provide functions as 
local history societies, building preservation trusts and as friends of parks – indeed many 
civic groups have established these other groups up.  
 
Civic societies depend on volunteers in order to develop and maintain their work. Civic 
volunteers make up the “management committee” and are involved in activities such as 
organising events and managing newsletters.  Less than 1% of civic groups have paid 
workers. 
 
The membership of civic societies varies. The Epsom Civic Society has over 2000 members 
whilst the Castleford and District Civic Society have 12 members. The average 
membership for a civic group is 300.  Membership of civic groups remains static for a 
second year with 47% of groups expecting membership numbers for this year to be the 
same as last year.  
 
40% of civic groups expect their membership to grow in the next five years while 46% 
expect it to remain stable meaning 14% of groups expect their membership numbers 
to decrease in the next five years. 
 
The total membership for civic groups across England is in excess of 120,000. In 1977 there 
were some 330,000 members in civic groups across England. This huge decrease in 



 

 

membership has come during the same time that mass voter turnout in General and Local 
elections has hugely decreased. 
 

 

Did you know? 
In a 12 month period between January 2008 and January 2009 

Marple Civic Society increased membership from 65 to 150 

 
 
To involve more people in their work, civic societies should listen to and accommodate 
members who say that they would get more involved in things that were more fun and less 
committee based, that groups focused on the future and not always be against 
developments. These themes came forward strongly for the second year running. 
 

 We will implement a programme to provide a range of support for civic leaders to 
build the capability of groups.  The aim is to equip people to inspire and drive social 
and environmental improvement in their community and to learn lessons that can be 
shared wider. 

 We will use the 2012 national convention and AGM for sessions where civic 
volunteers share and talk about their activities with each other and plan to initiate 
“civic conferences” in Spring 2013 to develop this approach further with specific aims 
on membership recruitment 

 To gain and retain members and promote a positive modern image of the movement. 
Activities will include working closely with federations on recruitment initiatives; 
promoting the formation of new civic societies where there is a need; undertaking 
marketing training and promotional initiatives and using our President to launch a 
national membership drive 

 
Membership fees 
 
The membership fee for an individual to join a civic society ranges from £2 to £30 with the 
average membership fee across the network coming in at £9.  
 
25% of civic groups levy a membership of less than £5 with 10% charging above £15 
 
Over 1/3rd of civic groups have not reviewed their membership fee in the last five 
years whereas 45% had reviewed it in the past 3 years 
 
From this research and through Civic Voice workshops it is interesting to see the different 
attitudes held by groups over what is an appropriate level of subscription. Some groups 
charge a smaller fee to encourage more members, whereas other groups charge a higher 
fee to raised funds to pay for activities to bring members on board that way. 
 

 

 
We increased from £6 to £10 and no one battered an eye lid! 

Blackpool Civic Trust 

 
 

 We will undertake research on membership fees to understand the thinking behind 
different levels 

 We will also undertake research over the current Civic Voice fee structures 



 

 

Funding a movement 

Civic Voice was launched as the new national charity for the civic movement in April 2010. 
Civic societies are at the heart of its work and provide its core membership and funding. 
Civic groups currently contribute a third of Civic Voice’s overall income. When Civic 
Voice was established, it was made clear by civic groups that Civic Voice had to be 
independently financed. It was made clear that this support should come from civic groups. 
 
The challenge remains about how we move to an independent funded organisation. 
 
Outside of membership fees 45.2% of groups do not have any other sources of income, 
which is a worry considering 1/3 of civic groups have said that funding cuts to local 
government have had a “negative impact” on their work. The reasons are put down to 
not being able to access small grants and free room hire being removed. 2/3 of groups 
have said they had yet to experience any major negative impact from funding cuts. 
 

 

Did you know? 
Rotherham Civic Society funds its activities through an active social 
programme while the Glastonbury Society has planted over 30,000 
trees over the last 13 years without dipping into their own reserves 

 
Less than 10% of civic groups allow individuals to make donations to civic groups via on-line 
payment systems 
 

 Research should be conducted with civic groups to look at establishing/encouraging 
more groups to diversify income 

 Within the Own the Future document, it was recommended that the £1.50 levy should 
be reviewed within a 3 year period. Civic Voice will undertake research around the 
membership fee. 

 
Civic society priorities in the next year 
 
Recruiting a younger membership has been identified by over 58% of civic groups as a 
high priority if they want to become more successful in the next 12 months. This is shortly 
followed by increasing the number of active volunteers 55%, raising the profile (46.6%) 
and increasing membership (45.1%)  
 
For civic groups to become stronger it is clear that they feel more people need to be involved 
with their work.  It is interesting that it is not just more members that groups want – they want 
people to take on roles as well.  
 

1. Attracting a younger membership 
2. Increasing number of active volunteers 
3. Raising profile 
4. Increase membership 
5. Improve website and social media 

 
It is worth noting that for the second year in a row approximately one in six of the responses 
to the Civic Survey came from some under 55. 
 

 Civic Voice will develop an action plan to find new ways to bring new people into the 
movement 
 

Did you know? 



 

 

Civic Voice held two conferences in 2012 on this issue in Winchester and Birmingham and 
have produced several briefings on this issue 

 
 
 
When asked as “individuals” what their civic group could do to get them more involved the 
response was 
 

1. Involve a wider range of people 
2. Make things more fun  
3. Have a vision for the future 
4. Improve its profile  
5. Provide more worthwhile projects to get involved in 

 
82% of people would be prepared to recommend their civic society as a place to volunteer to 
a friend. This demonstrates that people involved do find value and benefit with being 
associated with the civic movement but we must not ignore that 18% of people would not 
recommend their civic society as a place to volunteer. 
 

 Civic groups should ask their own committee “would you recommend our group to a 
friend”, if not? What would persuade you to recommend us to a friend? 

 We will develop a package of case studies of initiatives each provided by civic 
volunteers around the country to provide a library of information and examples 
to be drawn on.  These will be used in bulletins, workshops and online.  It is 
critical to developing the peer to peer examples which will help groups which 
are less development focused.  
  

Challenges that civic societies are starting to overcome include the growth of the internet 
and social networking. Civic societies need to embrace these tools if they want to engage 
with a wider and younger audience. Over 40 civic groups now have an active presence 
on Twitter which has doubled in less than 12 months. 10% of civic groups still have no 
website and Civic Voice will continue to work towards a universal web presence for 
member societies 
 

Did you know 
Civic Voice offer a website free of charge to members and groups including Windermere, 
Huntingdon and Tynemouth currently enjoy this membership benefit. 

 

 
Member communications continue to be key for civic groups with 80% of groups having a 
regularly printed newsletter. Over half of civic societies hold email contact details for less 
than 40% of their members and only 3% of groups have email details for virtually all 
their members,  
 
Different approaches exist about how to distribute the newsletter and keep the cost low – 
including many civic societies who adopt an “area rep” who post newsletters to members in 
a particular area. With the cost of postage increasing, this is a way to keep costs down and 
involve people in your work. 
 
The levels of groups using Facebook remain relatively stable twelve months on from Civic 
Survey 2011 with 20% of groups having a presence albeit at differing degrees. 
 

 We will provide a range of downloadable briefings on those issues which civic 
societies identify to be the most useful.  Member and volunteer recruitment are 



 

 

already leading examples of what is being asked for.  Wherever possible we will 
signpost civic societies to useful material available elsewhere rather than re-inventing 
the wheel ourselves.  We will also make use of material produced for workshops so it 
is can be used as freestanding downloadable resources wherever possible.  Our 
partnership with NCVO is also an important benefit here with bespoke support 
available to free local groups. 

 
New groups and groups in crisis 
 
We have limited resources to support these categories.  The needs of these groups will vary 
significantly and we propose that, following an initial diagnosis by Civic voice, we respond 
with some basic guidance for new groups and by introducing groups in crisis to neighbouring 
groups and volunteers able to provide support.  We also expect to call on trustees and 
regional associations to help where appropriate.  
 
However, it must be noted that although a different movement, in the period of 2010-2011 
the Women’s Institute helped facilitate the creation of 112 new local groups. Although the 
civic movement has a different purpose, it demonstrates the demand that does exist for 
people to connect with each other of issues that are common to them.  
 

 We will meet with the Women’s Institute to see what lessons can be shared 
 
Civic Insurance 
 
Insurance comes forward as an important membership benefit for civic groups. Yet, it is 
surprising to see that 40% of civic groups do not currently have any cover of insurance. 
In an age when public liability is a major issue for many, civic groups should be looking to 
ensure they have the adequate cover in place. 42% of civic groups benefit from Lockton 
Insurance while another 20% find insurance elsewhere. 
 
 

Did you know 
The Lockton Insurance policy is the most comprehensive cover available to civic groups 

 
 
Building a movement 
 
One of the most striking conclusions from the debate with civic societies and others when 
setting up Civic Voice was the desire for a “clear mission and purpose for the movement”, 
despite there being no real history of a common movement with shared ambitions across the 
civic society network.  
 
This is due to the priority of all groups being the local environment, so the tension will always 
exist between the natural focus of civic groups on their local area and the benefits of sharing 
and networking with others on a national level.  
 
The strength of the civic society movement is its diversity and range of activities, however, 
this diversity is also a problem because it is hard for the movement to be able to speak as 
one on common issues. Successes that have helped strengthened the civic movement over 
the past few years include Heritage Open Days, Civic Day and Street Pride with over 200 
groups participating in these initiatives in 2011. These are very real ways to meet some 
of the priorities set out by civic groups and can ensure publicity. 
 
Over 200 civic groups participated in the Civic Voice Fair Planning Campaign which 
involved writing letters to local media. This was a real success but meant approximately 



 

 

60% of civic groups didn’t participate. The job of raising the profile of the civic movement 
on a national level lies with Civic Voice, but when civic groups have opportunities to 
participate in gaining local media coverage, we would hope you would take action.  
 
44% of groups intend on participating in Civic Day 2012 while 52% plan on 
participating in Heritage Open Days and in this special one-off year 36% of groups 
intend on putting on an event to help celebrate the Diamond Jubilee 
  
These are three initiatives that have captured the imagination of civic groups as they have 
been able to get involved in and deliver locally. 

 

Is the future of the civic movement to do more projects in this vain i.e. develop ideas that 
have the support of groups across the country; can be championed nationally; can raise the 

profile but can be delivered locally by each group?  
Response to Civic Survey 2011 

 
 
Civic Voice wants to build a network of groups across the country that feel connected to 
each other and possess a similar purpose and vision. As such we are pleased that nearly 
half of all civic groups feel quite well or very well connected with other civic groups.  
 
20% of groups do not feel connected to any other civic society which shows we still 
have a long way to go.  
 
Civic groups believe Civic Voice must actively encourage a feeling of membership and 
common cause. Civic Voice has already started this by encouraging civic groups to 
nominate campaigns that are voted on at the AGM and bringing together groups on a more 
regular basis. We also believe that it is important that every campaign we work on unites the 
civic movement and sends a clear message to the general public that we are trying to create 
a country where everyone can say they are proud of where we live and to inspire civic pride. 
 
Respondents were asked to think about the civic movement as a whole and prioritise the key 
themes for the movement.  
 
 
Key themes for the civic movement 
 

1. Valuing heritage 
2. Planning for people 
3. Civic pride 
4. Engaging people 
5. Local distinctiveness  

 
It is clear that civic societies value being part of something bigger but until recently there has 
been little opportunity to shape what this is or come together as a movement.  With Civic 
Voice now up and running we hope that the “common voice” will provide something new and 
different which adds something to the sum of all the work being done by individual civic 
societies across the country.   
 
 
Civic Voice 
 
69% of groups said they know “a lot or a great deal” about the work of Civic Voice which 
demonstrates that we regularly communicate with groups via email, website, twitter and 
through networking events. Civic Voice will continue to do this. 



 

 

 
It is disappointing to see 
that 5% of respondents 
say they know “nothing 
at all” about Civic Voice 
showing we cannot rest on 
our laurels.  
 
When it comes to rating 
Civic Voice 62% of 
respondents rate Civic 
Voice as “very good or 
excellent”  
 
And when asked what 
should be the priority for 
Civic Voice they came up 
with near identical issues 
to Civic Survey 2011, 
although in a slightly 
different order. 
 

1. Raising the profile of the movement 
2. Civic Voice briefings on issues (e.g. neighbourhood planning) 
3. Campaigning 
4. Civic Voice news alerts 
5. Lobbying ministers and civil servants 

 
When asked to articulate in their own words the priorities for Civic Voice, three clear 
recommendations came forward 

 
 Raising the profile of Civic Voice 
 Consider reviewing the current membership fee 
 Increasing the number of civic groups as members 

 
 

 
A raised profile has to be the priority for us all, but to achieve this; we all have to commit to 
taking action. Even though civic groups are saying Civic Voice should be prioritizing the 
profile of the civic movement, a large number of civic groups have no plans to participate in 
national Civic Day and have not participated in the Fair Planning Letter Writing campaign.  
 



 

 

Civic Voice can do work on a national level to raise the profile, but, for individual groups to 
see their own profile raise, they to need to take action.  
 
Civic Day is a real opportunity for us not only  to establish our own national day but to also 
develop partnerships with a wide range of groups. 
 

Did you know! 
Malvern Civic Society worked with dozens of organisations 

for Malvern Civic Day to put on over 100 events 

 
 
To be a powerful movement with a voice that is listened to across Whitehall, by local 
councils and to be known by individuals across the country we need to take action. We need 
to create situations that can put us in the media. This is where we have to work as a 
movement. 
 
Civic groups seem to recognise that Civic Voice has three fundamental priorities and seem 
to be getting the balance right in offering support, running campaigns and lobbying and 
helping to network.  
 

It cannot be ignored that many of the challenges faced by civic societies are 
external, a result of difficult working relationships with local councils and a political 
environment which does not sufficiently respect the community voice, and Civic 
Voice has an important role to play in building the confidence of these groups.  As 
part of this Civic Voice’s national lobbying and profile raising has a vital role to play in 
demonstrating the value of the movement and widespread support for its mission as 
such we will investigate more ways to showcase civic societies in front of civil 
servants and Ministers in the way we did with the Localism agenda and Greg Clark 
MP. 
 

Taking on new opportunities 
 
The Localism Act brings opportunities for local groups to participate in neighbourhood 
planning, to take over failing services and to take ownership of the land and buildings that 
matter most to them. With the enthusiasm for Localism from the coalition Government, Civic 
Voice wanted to know what current knowledge exists within the civic network for the various 
opportunities.  
 
There was good awareness of Localism and the opportunities that it provides with nearly 
70% of civic groups saying that they are “well informed or fairly well informed” about 
what Localism involves.  
 
There was a good awareness of Neighbourhood Planning with 75% feeling either well 
informed or fairly well informed, and nobody having a prior understanding of the 
policy and how it might work in practice.  
 
There was low awareness and understanding about the Register of Community Assets 
with only 28% saying they were “fairly well or well informed” about this opportunity.  
The numbers were very similar with a quarter of respondents being “fairly well informed 
or well informed about” the Community Right to Bid  
 



 

 

65% of respondents reported having a “well informed or fairly well informed” view about the 
National Planning Policy Framework. This is unsurprising due to the level of media interest 
over the past six months. We did not ask if they felt this was a positive or a negative view. 
 

 Civic Voice will review and strengthen the role of its Planning Panel 
 Civic Voice will implement a number of new email discussion groups based around 

specific themes such as neighbourhood planning 
 Civic Voice will continue to develop and support promotion of new rights through the 

localism bill via briefings and workshops 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In 1983, a central record of civic groups identified over 1200 civic groups across the UK. In 
this report, Civic Voice have identified approximately 500 groups that are currently operating 
across England. We have to ask ourselves, why in a thirty year period have 700 groups have 
ceased to exist. We can argue that it is the growth of other single issue groups such as 
friends of parks or we may say that it is because people care less about where they live then 
they have in the past. Both probably have a role to play and probably other factors. But, 
surely we cannot allocate this blame for approximately 700 groups folding. Surely we have to 
look at these groups and the people that led them. Have we all moved with the times? 
 
Civic groups and communities in general have been through many changes over the past 50 
years with the growth of single person households, changing work patterns with fewer 
people working closer to home, greater diversity of ethnicity and technological advances. All 
these changes have had a significant impact on the way people live in their communities. A 
great challenge for civic groups is to stay relevant to as many people as possible while 
continuing to support their traditional members.  
 
This annual survey is a snapshot of key issues and challenges facing the civic society 
movement, as such, throughout this report Civic Voice have tried to set some 
recommendations about our own priorities for action over the next 18 months but we have 
tried to ask questions that civic groups can ask of themselves. We hope this is a helpful 
approach and would welcome your responses to some of the questions we have set. 
We all have a part to play in raising the profile of civic groups and it is by working as a truly 
connected movement that we can make that possible and in doing so can achieve our vision 
of a country where every individual can say “I am proud of where I live”.  
 
Our workstream dedicated to strengthening civic societies is complemented by other activity, 
notably the workstream on raising our profile and influence which, in the long term, is likely 
to be the most important in strengthening the movement.  This includes everything from the 
national campaigning and lobbying which builds confidence in our mission to Civic Day’s 
potential to help all groups be part of something bigger.  In reality the different issues are 
mutually dependent as Civic Voice’s national credibility depends upon the effectiveness of its 
local civic societies in terms of their own public face and the evidence, examples and 
support they can provide Civic Voice in making a national impact.   
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