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A vision for citizenship for 21st century Ireland     

This report summarises the findings of the feasibility study carried out on behalf of 

the Wheel for Carnegie UK Trust, following on from the Enabling State round table in 

Dublin in January 2013.

The purpose of the feasibility study is to establish whether there is a need to 

reconceptualise citizenship in Ireland and, if so, to develop a suitable process by 

which a new vision for citizenship might be created. Through a combination of desk 

research, one-to-one interviews and group discussions, the study has tested the 

validity of some of the assumptions on which the concept is based, modelling and 

refining the process which might be following, and assessing demand and likely level 

of participation in such a process.

This report begins by describing the background to the issue, and sets out the 

policy contexts that make action timely. It then describes a process by which 

the question of citizenship might be addressed through an open and sustained 

conversation, leading to the creation of a vision document with associated policy 

recommendations. Finally it sets out who needs to be involved and engaged for such 

a process to succeed.

www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2013/the-enabling-state-roundtable-reports
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2013/the-enabling-state-roundtable-reports
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1. The problem and the opportunity

Background

Carnegie UK Trust and The Wheel worked 
in partnership to deliver a round table on 
the Enabling State in Ireland January 2013.  
A key finding of that work was that there 
is a poorly-developed sense of citizenship 
in Ireland. There is evidence of high levels 
of community participation but low levels 
of engagement in decision-making and 
disengagement from sharing responsibility 
for our future.

Symptoms of this problem include:

• An insufficient sense of ‘citizenship’ and 
appreciation of the ‘common good’.

• A general view of the commons or 
the public domain as something to be 
exploited, and the payment of taxes 
and fulfilment of other civic obligations 
as something to be avoided. 

• A general crisis of sovereignty, 
manifesting in very low levels of public 
trust in Government, the State and in 
European institutions.

• A failure to advocate for and achieve 
sustainability in our social and 
economic models.

On the basis of that event and subsequent 
discussions on the Enabling State in 
Ireland, the Carnegie UK Trust funded 
this short study to assess the demand 
for, and timeliness of, a programme of 
work to address this issue, to scope out its 
boundaries and to elaborate a suitable 
process to achieve change. The research 
and consultation carried out for this study 
support the contention that many of the 
initial assumptions were well-founded. In 
particular, the timeliness of work on the 
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question of citizenship in Ireland has been 
strongly validated by those consulted, 
including the discussion group and 
individual consultees.

Timeliness and relevant contexts

A number of current developments in the 
public policy context strongly indicate that it 
is very timely to address this question in the 
period leading up to 2016:

• In December 2013 Ireland will emerge 
from the bail-out agreement negotiated 
with the EC/ECB/IMF Troika in 2010. 
Although the Troika will remain involved 
in Irish affairs for up to a decade and 
the possibility of further bail-outs 
cannot be ruled out, the Government 
is emphasising this moment as a 
key milestone is regaining national 
economic sovereignty. However the 
experience has opened up the question 
of to what degree can a small, open 
economy such as Ireland be said to 
enjoy economic sovereignty? And to 
what extent does economic sovereignty 
define our sovereignty as a nation? 
What defines our sovereignty as citizens 
– in other words, what is shaping our 
future?

• Reform of local democracy, as proposed 
in “Putting People First” is moving 
ahead with published legislation to 
effect the most significant changes in 
the structure of local government in 
over 50 years. However while structural 
changes are imminent, reforms in how 
citizens engage with local authorities 
and local democracy are still uncertain 
and will be shaped over the next three 
years. A “working group on citizen 
engagement” has been convened by 
the Minister (on which the CEO of The 
Wheel has been invited to sit) to “make 
recommendations on more extensive 
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and diverse input by citizens into the decision-
making process and to allow for facilitation of 
input by citizens into decision making at the local 
government level”.

• The Constitutional Convention set up by the 
current government will finish its work in early 
2014, reporting to government on a number 
of possible changes to the Irish constitution. 
Initially the subject of some scepticism 
amongst commentators, the Convention has 
demonstrated an effective, innovative and 
positive method of engagement between 
citizens and the state, and a new way for the 
political system itself to deliberate and engage 
with questions of fundamental public interest. 
The process will have produced an appetite for 
further engagement on a broader range of such 
issues.

• The electorate in October 2013 rejected the 
government’s proposed restructuring of the 
national parliament by refusing to endorse the 
abolition of the Seanad. The campaign and 
its result demonstrated an appetite for more 
meaningful reform, with strong calls being issued 
for stronger local democracy and for reform of 
the Dáil and its ability to hold governments to 
account. 

• President Michael D Higgins, in a series of 
speeches and papers, has issued a call for a 
national discourse on citizenship, ethics, and 
a new sense of Irishness. Most recently, in his 
September 2013 speech “Towards an ethical 
economy” he reiterated that his Presidency 
“would seek to develop an ethical discourse that 
places human flourishing at the heart of public 
action.” We need, he said, “a discourse which will 
envisage the alternative, inclusive society and the 
new social economics.”

• In 2016 the centenary of the ‘1916 Easter Rising’ 
will be commemorated, a hugely significant 
cultural milestone that will be at the centre of a 
“decade of centenaries” starting with this year’s 
centenary of the 1913 lockout (a formative 
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moment for the trade union movement in 
Ireland), and extending to commemoration 
of the founding of the state and subsequent 
Civil War in the early 1920s. The 2016 
commemoration will be a moment for national 
reflection on the extent to which the state 
has fulfilled the aspirations of the republican 
revolution, and for reimagining what the notion 
of a “republic” means in the 21st century. This is a 
potentially rich opportunity for explicitly including 
a recast vision of citizenship in our understanding 
of the state as a republic.

• The next general election is also likely to take 
place in early 2016 (with April 2016 being 
the month for this recently mentioned by An 
Taoiseach), creating a significant practical 
opportunity in advance of 2016 to influence the 
political programmes of parties and candidates 
as they develop their manifestoes. Engagement 
with the political system throughout a 2-year 
programme on citizenship can ensure that the 
vision which emerges can feed directly into 
political discourse in the context of choosing the 
next government.

Taken together these developments represent an 
opportunity that should not be missed to address the 
question of citizenship in a public conversation. There 
are also a number of broader public policy contexts 
which inform the need for such an initiative and 
which will be relevant to its development:

• The diminishment of the formal ‘Social 
Partnership’ framework for engagement at 
national level between civil society and the State. 

• The general shift towards private provision of 
public services, in lieu of public provision. 

• The Forum on Philanthropy and Fundraising and 
its exhortation to ‘give’ and ‘get involved’. 

• The regulation of civil society (through the 
Charities Act 2009, and promised regulation of 
lobbying). 
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• Public services reform to deliver ‘person centred 
services’ and role of communities in establishing 
and sustaining these new ways of providing 
services.

• The rise of Social Enterprise and Social 
Entrepreneurship, understood as ‘non-private-
profit’ motivated behaviour, i.e. concerned 
with public benefit and the common good, as 
opposed to private gain.

• Ireland’s joining the Open Government 
Partnership, requiring the development of an 
Open Government Action Plan in conjunction 
with civil society.

• The implementation of the Aarhus Convention 
on public participation and access to justice.

All of the above represent a fertile background 
against which a suitable process could draw out 
the fundamental questions of values, ethics 
and interrelationships which should inform the 
development of all of these areas of public 
policy. They demonstrate both the need and the 
opportunity for a new vision for citizenship to be 
developed. Additionally, they include practical 
opportunities to ensure that such a vision is not a 
sterile document or statement of position, but can 
be actively promulgated through the political and 
administrative systems.

2. A process for effecting the necessary change

Process development

As well as validating the need for and timeliness of 
a programme of work on citizenship, this feasibility 
study provided the opportunity to develop a process 
to meet the aim, to consult on its suitability and to 
begin to model it in practice with a core dialogue 
group. Through consideration of the input provided 
by consultees and the practical experience of 
conducting the group discussion we have developed 
a process which combines an element of open and 
sustained conversation with a strand that leads 
towards the generation of a concrete output in the 
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shape of a vision and policy document.
A number of possible processes were considered 
to address the issues raised above. Some of these 
were outside of the scope of the project for reasons 
of cost or time, such as a programme of public 
engagement through the media and public events 
around the country. Others would have been in 
scope, such as a “Commission on Citizenship” which 
would have given a panel of suitable experts the 
task of drafting recommendations on the issue with 
the aid of a public consultation exercise, but were 
rejected as being unlikely to attain the level of buy-in 
or local ownership that a more open process could 
deliver. 

In developing the process described below, we also 
took account of a number of other points made by 
consultees in individual interviews.

• A number of consultees emphasised the need 
to link the process with those who can effect the 
necessary change, including the political system 
in particular. If politicians and government 
officials are not engaged then there is a danger 
that the process could become an exercise 
in “talking to ourselves” on the part of the 
community and voluntary sector. The potential 
difficulties of securing engagement from busy 
political figures were also emphasised. On the 
other hand some consultees pointed to past 
examples of where engagement was secured by 
involving certain political figures at the outset 
and how these people served as advocates 
during a wider process of engagement and 
advocacy. The possibility of a “policy vacuum” 
in the lead up to the 2016 general election was 
also seen as an opportunity to achieve political 
traction by contributing to the process of 
manifesto development.

• A related point made by a number of consultees 
is that it is important to structure the process 
in such a way that participants don’t fall back 
on fixed positions or institutional thinking. To 
address this risk we have designed each dialogue 
group to be diverse and intergenerational, with 
member participating in their own right rather 
than a representatives of an organisation.
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• Some consultees cautioned against allowing 
the agenda to be too open, in that there is a 
risk that it will become deflected or not produce 
the desired richness in terms of content. To 
address this concern we considered a prescriptive 
approach, where discussion was directed by a set 
of broad principles and areas of interest defined 
at the outset. However this could have a negative 
impact on participation in the process, limiting 
the scope of the exercise to those who already 
broadly agreed with the suggested agenda. 
Instead we have proposed that the process 
should remain an open conversation on the 
question, “what is shaping our future?”,that an 
input document will be prepared to help set the 
context and avoid deflection, and that a separate 
reference group will then consider the outputs 
from the open dialogue groups, with specific 
attention to the implications for citizenship.

• The individual consultations threw up some 
variance in defining citizenship and the problem 
the process is designed to address. One consultee 
suggested that we should be very specific in 
defining the problem before embarking on the 
process. However there was also a great degree 
of commonality in identifying the aspects of the 
citizenship issue that are most relevant in Ireland: 
the interplay of rights and responsibilities, 
the relationships between citizen and state 
institutions, the role of civil society and active 
and participative citizens. We believe that a 
similar level of commonality will emerge during 
the process and it is not necessary to overly limit 
what is understood by citizenship.

The process was also shaped by the practical 
experience of convening the model dialogue 
group. During October 2013 this group met for a 
four-hour discussion, which took place in an open 
format, with participants sitting in a circle of chairs 
and contributing more or less as they wished to 
the conversation, with some very “light touch” 
facilitation. The discussion served a number of 
purposes:

• To consider in depth the question, “What is 
shaping our future?”
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• To model the type of conversation that might 
take place as part of the work programme

• To prompt and explore themes that might form 
part of the content of the programme

• To convene a group that will play a part in the 
programme on an ongoing basis

Success in convening the group and the richness 
of the unfolding conversation demonstrated the 
feasibility and value of this type of conversation. 
However it also demonstrated that the convening 
is a significant task in itself. Some of the themes 
emerging from the conversation include:

• The respective attractions of community and 
individualism

• The interaction between physical and virtual 
communities

• The information revolution and digital natives 

• The extent to which we share common narratives

• The availability of public space and conversation 
space

• The need to redefine work and caring roles

• The acceptability of telling people what’s good 
for them

• Do we have a shared understanding of the 
common good?

• The role of the self in social change

These themes give an early indication of the type 
of content that might emerge from a programme 
of open conversation around the question, “what is 
shaping our future?” Further details on the conduct 
of the feasibility study and detailed notes from 
consultees are included in the appendices.
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Process summary

To achieve the change described above and to meet 
the aim of developing a vision for citizenship we have 
designed a process that centres around participation 
in an open discussion on what is shaping our future. 
This will take place in new intimate, small-scale 
public spaces where people share insights about 
what shapes our future, to provide opportunities 
for engagement and inspiration for action. The 
emergent themes will then be considered by a cross-
sectoral reference group charged with identifying 
actions that could be expressed in the form of a 
new vision for citizenship (rights, responsibilities and 
respect) and a vision for empowered communities, 
enabled by the state to shape their futures and 
provide for community needs in ways that work best 
for them.

The core of the work will be a two-strand process 
designed to both sustain an open conversation 
over time and to draw out the key themes of this 
conversation and synthesise them into a vision for 
citizenship. The Wheel will facilitate the process, 
using its status and capacity to nurture the 
conversation and derive from it concrete outputs. 
The process is described more fully in an appendix to 
this report, including an outline project plan.

Strand 1: Open and sustained conversation on 
citizenship and values

The aim of this strand is to replicate the “What is 
shaping our future?” conversation, modelled during 
this feasibility study, in groups convened by partner 
organisations (national representative organisations, 
community organisations, campaign groups, political 
parties). In many cases these organisations will 
already be engaged with questions of citizenship, 
sovereignty, sustainability and participation, but 
approaching these questions from a foundation 
of their own implicit values and ethics. The key 
intervention will be to encourage them to convene 
mixed groups including people from different sectors 
and different stages of the lifecycle, and to focus the 
conversation directly on values.

The already-convened model dialogue group 

will serve to model the process by which the 
conversations are initiated and sustained. This 
group will continue to meet throughout the process, 
producing and elaborating its own themes as well 
as exploring and refining themes emerging from the 
broader conversation.

In addition, we will allow for self-generating 
dialogue groups to emerge, based on a template 
and toolkit prepared by the Wheel and made 
generally available, with supporting resources being 
included on the web site.

Strand 2: Refining, exploring and synthesising 
emerging themes

The aim of this strand is to convene and support a 
cross-sectoral reference group to refine and further 
explore the emerging themes, ultimately working 
towards producing the concrete output in the shape 
of the vision document.

The role of the reference group will be to monitor the 
process, provide advice as necessary and ultimately 
to approve the vision document and other outputs. 
The group will not act as a project management 
board and its terms of reference will make clear 
that its role is advisory only. Although members 
of this group will not have the responsibility of 
representing their organisation or sector, the broadly 
representative nature of the group will ensure that 
key viewpoints are present also that influencers who 
can advocate for the vision are engaged from the 
outset. It is envisaged that membership of this group 
will include key strategic partners and also that it will 
represent people across the full life cycle.

In addition, a consultative panel will be convened to 
provide guidance as necessary, including academics 
and other experts in political studies, social science 
and philosophy. This panel will not meet but will 
serve as a resource for obtaining specialist advice as 
needed.

With the input of the broader conversation initiated 
in civil society, this process will be an effective 
method of identifying, exploring and refining 
key themes that will form part of the vision for 
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citizenship. The Wheel will facilitate these groups to 
synthesise the themes into a concrete output, i.e. a 
document setting out the vision for citizenship and a 
series of associated policy recommendations.

3.   Who needs to be involved

Project partners

As mentioned above, a cross-sectoral reference 
group will be convened, to include key strategic 
partners and representing people across the full life 
cycle, such as:

• Young people (e.g. National Youth Council of 
Ireland, SpunOut.ie)

• Older people (e.g. Age Action Ireland)

• People with disabilities (e.g. Disability Federation 
of Ireland)

• People in caring roles (e.g. Care Alliance Ireland, 
National Women’s Council of Ireland)

• Children (e.g. Children’s Rights Alliance)

• People of working age, e.g. 

  -Employers groups (IBEC, ISME, CCI)
  -Trades unions (ICTU, SIPTU) 
  -Business in the Community Ireland

• Churches and faith communities

Participation from Carnegie UK Trust may be very 
useful on this group, subject to their agreement.

In addition, a consultative panel will include experts 
in various relevant disciplines, as well as people 
involved in related initiatives such as Claiming our 
Future and Second Republic. Having an ongoing 
link with such initiatives will be important to avoid 
duplication of effort or misunderstandings as to the 
scope of the respective projects.
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Targets

The process will seek to engage with the following 
target groups:

• The President 

• Political parties and leaders

• Senior central and local government officials

• Civil society groups

• Members of the public

Engagement with President

We will seek to engage with the office of President 
Higgins, who has called for a national discourse on 
citizenship and ethics. Although he would be a very 
suitable champion of this programme of work, a 
formal involvement with the project could impose 
restrictions on the process for reasons of protocol. 
However we will seek his support in general terms at 
an early stage and seek to keep him informed and 
involved appropriately throughout the process.

Political advocacy

Following publication of the vision document 
The Wheel will undertake a programme of 
advocacy activities in conjunction with the partner 
organisations, focused on the lead-up to the general 
election expected in early 2016. In the latter half 
of 2015 we will work with political parties to help 
them develop citizenship and other relevant policies 
incorporating the thinking contained in the vision 
document. The effectiveness of this advocacy will 
be enhanced by the fact that we will be in a position 
to present something positive to the parties, helping 
them with the process of creating the content for 
their manifestoes. It will also be enhanced by the 
number of partner organisations involved in the 
process, and the fact that politicians and other 
leaders will have been involved in shaping the vision.

We will also seek opportunities throughout 



Feasibility study report

7

the process to engage with government and 
public services at an official level, targeting key 
departments that will be identified as the themes 
emerge from the process.

Communications and public engagement

At various stages of the process a communications 
campaign will be undertaken to highlight the
ongoing conversation and publicise its outputs. 
We will seek the participation of the national 
broadcaster, RTÉ, in this regard, as their contribution 
to an important national discourse. In addition, 
we will include key influencers in the media in the 
conversation to help create the conditions for 
meaningful communication of the process to the 
general public. 

Potential for achieving change

The overall social change objective is to create 
demand for change based on a blueprint for active 
citizenship, empowered communities and sustainable 
living in 21st century Ireland. Attaining the social 
change implied by this demand is not directly within 
the scope of this programme, however the process 
outlined above will deliver both advocacy and policy 
changes towards the objective. 

At the level of advocacy change, the process will 
result in new understandings of the importance of 
values, choice, conceptions of the common good, 
awareness of the forces shaping our future, freedom 
and its consequences and limitations, individual 
autonomy and leadership. This will be measured in 
the quality of the output document and its level of 
endorsement across broad-based civil society, i.e. 
including business representative groupings and 
trades unions, and not purely the more traditionally 
understood ‘community and voluntary sector’.

The process will also create a series of networks for 
ongoing citizen dialogue on the question, “what 
is shaping our future?” The open and sustained 
nature of the conversation envisaged means that 
these networks will continue after the programme 
concludes, embedding a process of questioning and 
dialogue in public discourse about citizenship. 

In terms of policy change, the lead-up to the next 
general election provides an excellent opportunity 
to effect change in the areas of policy development 
and the building of political support. Through public 
advocacy and engagement with political parties, 
policy recommendations to support the new vision 
for citizenship will be taken up in policy documents 
and manifestoes presented to the people at the next 
election. As the programme will conclude in advance 
of the election, adoption and implementation of the 
recommendations is outside of its scope. However 
the political support and policy development 
achieved, as measured in the level of adoption of 
recommendations by political parties, will set us on 
the path to embedding these positive developments 
in the social structure.
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