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CHARITY COMMISSION FOR ENGLAND AND WALES 

FULL FACT - APPLICATION FOR REGISTRATION   

DECISION OF THE COMMISSION 

17 September 2014 

 

Background  

1. Full Fact (“FF”), a company limited by guarantee incorporated in 2009, 
submitted an application for registration as a charity in 2009 with objects that 
included the advancement of citizenship and civic responsibility. The 
Commission rejected that application for registration in 2010. On appeal, that 
decision was upheld by the First-tier Tribunal in its decision CA/2011/001 
dated 26 July 2011. Subsequently, FF made a further application for 
registration in 2013 with revised objects based on the advancement of 
education having taken into account aspects of the tribunal judgement.   

 

2. The decision of the First-tier Tribunal is not a legal precedent binding the 
Commission. Nevertheless, in their consideration of the renewed application, 
whilst recognising that non binding nature, the Commission did have regard to 
certain observations made by the Tribunal in its decision.     

 

Decision 

3. The Commission accepted FF is established for exclusively charitable 
purposes and should be entered onto the register of charities on the basis of 
revised objects and the inclusion of provisions for independent review of FF’s 
work within its Memorandum of Association, as follows: 
 
Objects: 
 
The advancement  of public education in the fields of  crime, health, 
immigration, economy,  education, environment, and social welfare through  
education,  research and  training, using such expertise (legal or otherwise) 
and advice as the trustees shall consider appropriate,  to promote and 
advance public understanding  and inform public debate in those fields 
whether in the UK or abroad and in particular  by making available to the 
public, through a process of objective, impartial  research and rigorous factual 
analysis, full, accurate  and relevant information to assist such public 
understanding and to inform and improve the quality of  public debate. 
 
Such purposes shall in all respects and at all times be construed and 
promoted – 
 

a. in an impartial, objective, balanced, and independent  manner 
observing strict political neutrality and, to the extent that such 
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principles may be applied to such purposes, consistent with the 
principles enunciated in the  Code of Practice for Official Statistics 

b. exclusively for the benefit of the public  and in accordance with the law 
relating to charity in England and Wales 

 
The fields of education may be extended in so far as such fields are 
consonant with charity law and subject to the trustees’ unanimous approval 
and the Charity Commission’s consent.  
 
Independent reviewer: 
 
The Trustees shall within 18 months of registration as a charity and thereafter 
every two years appoint such a fit and proper person (the Independent 
Reviewer) as is able to periodically audit and quality review (the Reviews) the 
public educational work of the Charity. 
 
The Reviews are to assure that the educational work carried out by the 
Charity is authoritative, of adequate quality and integrity, is consistent with its 
objects, and with recognised and relevant qualitative standards including, to 
the extent that such principles may be applied to such purposes, the 
principles enunciated in the Code of Practice for Official Statistics. Such 
Reviews are to be published by the Charity. 
 
The Independent Reviewer is to be a suitably qualified person independent of 
the Charity and its trustees, have no material interest in the work undertaken 
by the Charity and by  academic or work experience (or both) have 
recognised and accepted knowledge and expertise relevant to the work in 
question. 
 
The Charity Commission may at any time require the charity to demonstrate 
its fulfilment of the provisions of this clause.  If it is not satisfied that the 
provisions have been reasonably met the Commission may require the 
Charity to make a new appointment. 
 

4. The full analysis and reasons for the decision are set out below. 
 

The issues  

5. The issues to be determined in assessing the charitable status of FF are: 
a. What are the purposes of FF? 
b. Do those purposes fall within the descriptions of charitable purposes? 
c. Are those purposes for the public benefit? 

 
6. The principal issue is whether FF meets the requisite standards in charity law 

for the advancement of education. 
 

The purposes 

7. The objects of FF presented to the Commission were those adopted on 25 
July 2013 as follows : 

“the promotion and advancement of public education and research 
particularly (without prejudice to that generality)by making available full, 
accurate and relevant facts such as aid and promote informed public 
understanding of matters of public interest. 
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The purposes aforesaid shall in all respects and at all times be construed 
promoted and advanced – 

I. In an impartial objective balanced independent and authoritiative 
manner; and 

II. Exclusively for the public benefit in accordance with the law of charity 
of England and Wales from time to time.” 

 
 

The Legal Framework for the advancement of education for the public benefit 
 

8. The advancement of education falls within the descriptions of charitable 
purposes in section 3 (2) of the Charities Act 2011 (“the 2011 Act”) and is 
capable of being charitable. The courts have held that “it is not enough that 
the objects should be expressed to be the advancement of education; it is 
necessary that the advancement of education in the manner intended should 
promote the public benefit.” 1 
 

9. Education has a wide meaning in charity law. It includes research, adding to 
collective knowledge and understanding of specific areas of study and 
expertise, and the development of individual capabilities, competences, skills 
and understanding. The Commission’s guidance The Advancement of 
Education for the Public Benefit and the Analysis of the Law underpinning that 
guidance contains further analysis with regard to the meaning of education in 
charity law. 
 

10. The court has affirmed that the scope and width of education in charity law 
needs to be considered in light of changing social conditions.  
 
“…both the legal conception of charity, and within it the educated man’s ideas 
about education, are not static, but moving and changing. Both change with 
changes in ideas about social values. Both have evolved with the years. In 
particular in applying the law to contemporary circumstances it is extremely 
dangerous to forget that thoughts concerning the scope and width of 
education differed in the past greatly from those which are now generally 
accepted.”2 
 

11. There is a distinction between education and the provision of information 
which is not necessarily educational in charity law. As long as information is 
provided in a structured manner and for a genuinely educational purpose to 
advance the knowledge or abilities of the recipients, it may be viewed as 
falling within the advancement of education.3  Non-traditional methods of 
education including self-study could be permissible methods of transmitting 
useful knowledge and training. In addition, education aimed at advancing a 
specific practical end could fall within the ambit of education.4 
 

12. The courts and the Commission have accepted that education may be 
furthered in many ways including less formal and structured ways where 

                                                           
1 Southwood v AG [1998/99] ITELR 119 Chadwick LJ 
2 IRC v McMullen [1981] AC 1, page 15 Lord Hailsham  
3 Vancouver Society of Immigrant and Visible Women v Minister for National Revenue [1999] 
169 DLR (4th) 34, SC  
4 ibid 
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methods and processes are used to develop individual capabilities, 
competences, skills and understanding e.g. analytical skills. 5  
 

13. There are limits to what is educational in charity law. It is not educational in 
charity law to promote or attempt to inculcate a particular point of view 6 or 
promote political or propagandist views.7 
 

14. To be charitable research “must either be of educational value to the 
researcher or must be so directed as to lead to something which will pass into 
the store of educational material or so as to improve the sum of 
communicable knowledge in an area which education may cover – education 
in this last context extending to the formation of literary taste and 
appreciation.”8  
 

15. The issue of public benefit is to be decided on the basis of the evidence 
before the Commission.9 The law relating to the advancement of education 
and public benefit was clarified by the Upper Tribunal in ISC v Charity 
Commission.10  

 
The Legal Framework applied to Full Fact 
 
The purposes 
 

16. The purposes are expressed to be the promotion and advancement of public 
education and research which are capable of being charitable purposes 
falling within the descriptions of charitable purposes in section 3(1) (b) of the 
2011 Act.  

 
17. For the advancement of education the subject matter must be of sufficient 

educational value or merit. The subject of education and research is wide 
being “matters of public interest”. The means to advance education and 
research can be by “making available full, accurate and relevant facts such as 
aid and promote informed public understanding…” The Commission 
considered that the subject of education and research is broad and unclear 
and insufficiently defined so as to be satisfied that it is certain and in an area 
that education may cover.  

 
18. Where the objects are uncertain or ambiguous the courts have held that it is 

proper to have regard to the surrounding facts and activities to determine if 
they are charitable.11 The courts have also confirmed that considering the 
activities of an institution may be relevant to both a proper understanding of 
its true purposes and in assessing whether a purpose is capable of being for 

                                                           
5 5 IRC v McMullen [1981] AC 1; Millennium College Ch Comm decision 27.04.2004 
6 The Margaret Thatcher Foundation [1991] Ch Comm Rep 39-41 
7 Southwood v AG [1998/99] 1 ITELR 
8 Re Hopkins Will Trusts [1965] Ch 669  
9 McGovern v AG [1981] 3 All ER 493, Slade J 
10 ISC v Charity Commission [2011] UKUT 421 (TCC) 
 
11 AG v Ross [1972] Ch 73 at 91 
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public benefit and, in the context of that institution, will actually be for public 
benefit.12 
 

The activities   
 

19. At the time of FF’s first application for registration and when the appeal was 
considered by the Tribunal, the operations were at a formative stage. The 
Tribunal noted that it was difficult to definitively summarise the activities of FF, 
but in broad terms it found FF intended “to provide accurate information on 
matters that are the subject of debate and public interest in order to improve 
the quality of public and political discussion and media coverage of it.” 
 

20. FF has developed its work over time and the Commission considered 
examples of FF’s work on its website. FF has sought to clarify and verify 
information and publish articles on a range of topical issues. The Commission 
noted it works closely with the Office for National Statistics and the 
Government Statistical Service as was evidenced by its website and letters of 
support from them provided to the Commission.  FF  also seeks to develop 
skills by informing people how to critically evaluate information and identify 
authoritative sources to check information themselves. FF also provides 
answers to questions put to it by members of the public and sign-posts them 
to sources of information on particular topics 
.  
 

21. FF seeks to ensure that mistakes contained within public statements are 
corrected by making correction requests and promoting general 
improvements to information made available to the public.  
 

22. The Tribunal had considered that the work of FF   was capable of being 
viewed as advancing education for the public benefit provided that  it meets 
the requisite standards and methodology of education in charity law : 

“The Tribunal also agrees that the provision of accurate information derived 
from rigorous factual analysis on matters of public debate should be for the 
public benefit. In the most simple of terms; there must be a public benefit in 
public discourse and debate on matters of public concern taking place on the 
basis of accurate facts rather than inaccurate facts. The Tribunal concludes 
that should the requisite standards be met in the course of producing and 
making available accurate factual information then it is not necessary to 
search for a new charitable purpose under the Act. The activity that Full Fact 
would be carrying out would fall within the ambit of education. Both parties 
appear to have teetered on the brink of this conclusion in their 
correspondence and submissions”. 13 

“An organisation that provides full, accurate and relevant facts to the public on 
matters of public concern and thereby promotes informed public discourse 
and debate is in the Tribunal’s view capable of providing education for the 
public benefit”14 

                                                           
12  Incorporated Council for Law Reporting for England and Wales v AG  1972 Ch 77, 
McGovern v AG [1982] Ch 321 
13 At paragraph 8.7 
14 At paragraph 8.9 
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23. The Commission accepts that the structured provision of information which is 
factually accurate may be capable of being educational, where is it provided 
in furtherance of a genuinely educational purpose, to advance the knowledge 
or abilities of the recipients in a meaningful way and meets the requisite 
standards of education in charity law and is not promoting particular opinions 
or propaganda.  

  
24. The Tribunal recognised the importance of standards being met “in terms of 

the quality of the information, materials, research being made available and 
the objective nature of the conclusions drawn from it.” It recognised the 
Commission’s concern “that commenting on political matters is likely to be a 
political activity and that all sides in a political debate may well argue that their 
views are based on facts and diligent research, whilst coming to conflicting 
conclusions. The Tribunal acknowledged that research and educational 
activities may stray into areas of political disagreement. It emphasised that 
“What distinguishes education and academic research is the rigorous 
standards of objective analysis and factual research to support these 
conclusions.” 15.  

 
25. The objects of FF expressly provide for education and research to be 

undertaken “In an impartial objective balanced independent and authoritative 
manner.” 
 

26. Determining whether FF meets the requisite standards and methodology 
requires consideration of how it operates and the work that it undertakes. FF 
has adopted revised Operating Guidelines which reinforce the requisite 
standards of education. The Operating Guidelines emphasise accurate, 
balanced and evidence based material and uphold the principle of allowing an 
individual to make up their own minds on matters. These Operating 
Guidelines demonstrate a structure of standards to be applied to all of FF’s 
work 

27. The Commission reviewed examples of the work undertaken by FFas 
reported on its website, to determine whether they demonstrate the quality 
and balance required for a charitable purpose for education and research for 
the public benefit.  It concluded that there is evidence that the work broadly 
meets the requisite standards in that it demonstrates the presentation of 
factual information based on authoritative sources. It does not  present its 
own opinions on matters of public interest. The Commission accepts that 
education charities may from time to time express a view where that is based 
on rigorous standards of objective analysis.  

 

28. The Commission was concerned to ensure that FF provides an authoritative 
source of information which is sufficiently independent and free from bias and 
that its work is not merely viewed as another opinion in a public debate on 
any particular issue. Whether FF is indeed an educational charity turns on the 
complete accuracy and authoritative nature of information provided by it when 
considering facts and opinions in the relevant fields. This turns on the rigour, 
quality and political neutrality of its work and the extent to which its 

                                                           
15 At paragraph 8.9 
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educational work was capable of independent review and assessment as to 
its quality.  

 

29. The Commission considered that the fields of education needed to be more 
certain to be satisfied as to the educational value. In light of the Commission’s 
concerns FF agreed to make revisions to the objects to clarify the fields of 
education.  

 

30.  In order to address the Commission’s concerns about whether FF would 
meet the requisite standards of education in charity law and have a suitable 
framework to evidence a charity for the advancement of education, FF agreed 
to adopt objects which set out the standards to apply to its work: 

“in an impartial, objective, balanced, and independent  manner 
observing strict political neutrality and, to the extent that such 
principles may be applied to such purposes, consistent with the 
principles enunciated in the  Code of Practice for Official Statistics.” 

 

31. In addition FF agreed to adopt constitutional provisions for an independent 
reviewer to periodically assess its work. FF would be required to comply with 
this and it would assist the Commission regulating FF in the future. The 
provisions require regular reviews to be undertaken: 

“…to assure that the educational work carried out by the Charity is 
authoritative, of adequate quality and integrity, is consistent with its 
objects, and with recognised and relevant qualitative standards 
including, to the extent that such principles may be applied to such 
purposes, the principles enunciated in the Code of Practice for Official 
Statistics.” 

32. The Commission considered that the independent review process enshrined 
within the governing document provided a sufficient safeguard for the 
Commission against which it could monitor and regulate in the future 

Public benefit 

(1) Benefit 

33. The issue of public benefit is to be decided on the basis of the evidence 
before the Commission.16 In assessing the charitable status of FF the 
Commission had regard to the law relating to the advancement of education 
and public benefit which was clarified by the Upper Tribunal in the ISC v 
Charity Commission.17 

                                                           
16 McGovern v AG [1981] 3 All ER 493, Slade J 
17 ISC v Charity Commission [2011] UKUT 421 (TCC) 
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34. The benefits claimed by FF, in broad terms, are increasing understanding on 
matters of public debate and promoting discourse on the basis of accurate 
rather than inaccurate facts. FF evidenced its public reach and benefit by the 
publication of materials on its website and the citing of its research and 
analyses in academic journals and by parliamentarians, national media and 
others. In addition, FF provided fact verification on BBC Question Time and 
LBC Radio and other media outlets.  

 

35. To demonstrate the benefit of its work and its authoritative nature FF provided 
supporting references from the UK Statistics Authority, Royal Statistical 
Society and The Migration Observatory.  

(2) Public 

36. FF serves the public at large though the publication of material on its website 
and it responds to requests for information from the public at no cost.  

 

37. The Commission was satisfied on the basis of the evidence before it that FF 
met the public benefit requirement.  

 
Conclusion  

38. The Commission was satisfied on the basis of the revisions to FF’s governing 
document that it was established for exclusively charitable educational 
purposes for the public benefit and that its operational framework had within it 
a sufficiency of independence, impartiality and rigour for it to meet the 
requirements of education in charity law. Consequently, it should be entered 
onto the register of charities, but its activities will be monitored by the 
Commission.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 


