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Democracy and Civil Society Programme

Introduction by the
Carnegie UK Trust
The Carnegie UK Trust is one of Britain’s leading foundations.
It is one of over twenty foundations worldwide established by
Scots American Andrew Carnegie, several of which specialise 
in supporting peace, human rights and the strengthening 
of democracy.
For the Common Good? The Changing Role of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland - is one of several

research publications commissioned by Carnegie UK to inform the launch of our new Democracy and 

Civil Society Programme. Central to this programme is the Carnegie Commission of Inquiry into 

the Future of Civil Society, chaired by Geoff Mulgan, former co-founder of Demos, adviser to the New

Labour Government and Director of the Young Foundation.

In commissioning the London School of Economics to produce this paper, we provided a broad remit 

for the mapping; civil society in this context being understood as the space between government and 

for-profit business. This encompasses the voluntary and community sectors, trade unions, faith groups,

co-operatives and mutuals, political parties and philanthropic foundations.

The report examines the role of civil society in tackling growing concerns about the democratic deficit;

the issue of legitimacy and accountability of civil society; what we might learn from the growth of newer

forms civil society action, such as the anti globalisation and environmental movements; the role of the

media in portraying civil society; and the possible significance of the decline of formal associational

activity such as trade unions. The report presents some good news, and there is much to be hopeful

about the health and strength of civil society in the UK and Ireland today.

A strong and independent civil society is a central feature in any open society, and critically important 

in all societies in providing the foundations for democracy and social justice. Yet not all civil society

organisations promote such values. As Thomas Carothers, Vice President for Global Policy at our sister

foundation, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace has so cogently observed:

“Even in established democracies with strong political institutions, however, there are simple reasons 

to doubt the simplistic idea that when it comes to civil society, ‘the more the better’. As early as the

1960s, some scholars warned that the proliferation of interest groups in mature democracies could

choke the workings of representative institutions and systematically distort policy outcomes in favour 

of the rich and well-connected or, more simply, the better organised.”

Carnegie UK’s interest in strengthening democracy and civil society goes back many decades. Our

founder had a passionate interest in the promotion of democracy. Empowering the voice and engagement

of citizens is a major feature of all our programmes and this new programme builds upon work we have

supported over the past decade around strengthening the political voice of children and young people.

The Trust has also for many years funded both experimental grass roots democracy building projects

across the UK and Ireland, and a wide range of local, national and international non-governmental

organisations and think tanks.

Two further research studies commissioned by the Trust are also published in June 2006. Personal

Politics: Democracy, Participation and Collection Action, by Greg Power is an analysis of British and 

Irish democracy, and the Scottish Civil Society Index, managed by the Scottish Council of Voluntary

organisations, which is part of the worldwide mapping exercise of the health of civil society being 

led by Civicus.
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The health of British and Irish democracy and civil society have been under the microscope more than

ever in recent years. Carnegie was represented on the Hansard Society’s Puttnam Commission Inquiry

Parliament in the Public Eye, which reported in 2005 and we contributed to the Rowntree Trusts’ Power

Inquiry into Britain’s Democracy – Power to the People, which reported in March 2006.

We hope that our own Commission, Programme and publications will contribute to this critically

important debate. For further information on our developing plans visit our website at

carnegieuktrust.org.uk.

The Trust expresses its thanks to the LSE’s Centre for Civil Society, to the research steering group and

particularly to Dr Siobhan Daly and Professor Jude Howell, for the time and energy dedicated to producing

this report.

Charlie McConnell

Chief Executive

For the Common Good? The Changing Role of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland
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Executive Summary

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of some of the
key issues and arguments that inform the study of civil society in
the UK and the Republic of Ireland. The report will take the form of
a five jurisdiction study, including England, Scotland, Wales,
Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland.

In recent years, the resurgence of interest among academics and
politicians, not to mention citizens in civil society has been
underpinned by concerns that there is a deficit in civil society in the
UK and Ireland. Whilst these concerns are well-founded, assertions
about deficits belie the more complex set of issues, positions and
even processes that shape and influence the nature and form of
civil society across the five jurisdictions included in this study.

What is civil society?
The concept of civil society has inspired much debate and
controversy. There are different approaches to defining civil society,
as well as different types of definitions, the most common
distinction being made between empirical and normative
conceptions of civil society.

Within the terms of reference for this study commissioned by the
Carnegie UK Trust, civil society is understood as that space of
organised activity not undertaken by either Government or for-profit
business. It encompasses the voluntary and community sectors,
trades unions, faith groups, co-operatives and mutuals, political
parties and philanthropic foundations. It is recognised that this
space is not tightly delineated. In both countries there is a close
inter-relationship between the public policies and programmes of
governments and local government and civil society and also
between business and civil society, for example, corporate social
responsibility programmes. In both cases there can be partnership
and conflicts of interest.
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1. Government and civil society: the policy context
Civil Renewal captures the rhetoric and the essence of the government’s approach to engaging with, and

developing, civil society. It seeks to promote active citizenship, strengthen communities and encourages

partnership in the delivery of public services. The civil renewal agenda is fundamental to understanding

relations between government and civil society in the UK.

� Partnership: the voluntary and community sector (VCS)

The Compacts of 1998 for England, Wales and Scotland provide the clearest expression of the

government’s recognition of the voluntary sector. In subsequent years, compacts also developed at

the local level. In the UK, the voluntary and community sector (VCS) sees itself as an extension of

informal associational citizen activity and, so forming a substantial part of civil society. Clearly, it 

has an important role to play. In many respects, the VCS appears to find itself at a crossroads.

This is particularly evident in England, in the recent efforts of the National Council for Voluntary

Organisations (NCVO) to encourage and facilitate a period of reflection amongst voluntary and

community organisations on strategies for the future.

� Partnership at the local level

The civil renewal agenda is inextricably intertwined with the modernisation of local governance.

It has involved a particular emphasis on the cultivation of partnerships with civil society at the local

level (for example, Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) and, a more recent proposal, Local Area

Agreements (LAAs)). Partnerships are best viewed as part of a broader trend towards New Localism

in the UK. On the one hand, it has been argued that LSPs offer local communities a chance to find

local solutions for local problems within a broader national framework. On the other hand, questions

have been raised about:

(a) The extent to which these partnerships facilitate the involvement of cross-sections of 

local communities.

(b) The quality of the participation they encourage.

(c) The legitimacy of decision-making arrangements which involve members who lack a 

democratic mandate.

(d) The challenges these partnerships present for VCOs, as they must reconcile advocacy for their

own particular interests with those that are for the good of the community.

� Active citizens

Citizenship education forms an important part of the government’s effort to encourage more active

citizens. However, the role of citizenship education appears to have been overlooked in favour of a

focus on the contribution of volunteering and civic participation to civil society.

The civil renewal agenda is underpinned by ideas about the positive contribution social capital can

make to communities. Studies of social capital are useful in helping us to gain a clearer perspective

on the extent and prevalence of how active citizens are. Recent studies present a mixed though

largely positive picture of the ‘robustness’ of civil society in the UK, particularly in terms of levels of

associational activity and volunteering.

� Strengthening communities

The government agenda has been influenced by communitarianism: individuals should not only

be active in their communities, they should be empowered to take more responsibility for their

community’s development. However, the government has been criticised for undervaluing the

informal activities that take place within communities which fall under the rubric of community

self-help.

Understanding the extent and nature of community self-help, and indeed the nature and quality of

interaction between individuals appears important from the point of view of examining civil society.

Key themes and issues addressed in this paper
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Studies of civil society have shown that people’s views of the ‘good society’ refer to the extent of the

personal security, respect, understanding and acts of kindness that they believe they are entitled to

experience in their everyday lives. According to some commentators, it is also important to underline

the types of ‘background’ factors (ranging from lack of self-confidence and intimidation, to

factionalism within communities) which may affect:

(a) the nature and extent of an individual’s involvement in their community, and  

(b) the success or failure of an initiative which seeks to encourage community involvement.

2. Policy context in Republic of Ireland
In the Republic of Ireland, the policy context for the voluntary and community sector is situated against

the backdrop of four key factors: the White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity (Government of Ireland

2000); the modernisation of governance which underlines the government’s commitment to improving

the quality of public services; the social partnership, and the Celtic Tiger economy.

The Irish White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity (Government of Ireland 2000, p.11) sought to give

‘formal recognition to the role of the community and voluntary Sector in contributing to the creation of a

vibrant, participative democracy and civil society.’ 

The Social Partnership Model provides the framework for formal relations between government,

representatives from the business world and civil society, including trade unions and the VCS in the

Republic of Ireland. The involvement of the VCS is viewed as fundamental to helping the government to

address social divisions that are prevalent, despite the recent period of economic growth. However, not all

groups have found a voice in this process, notably representatives of immigrant and ‘new’ ethnic-led

minority organisations. Many VCOs are engaged in a service providing role and/or dependent on

government funding to survive. This has led to concerns about whether the role of VCOs as vehicles for

volunteerism and participation has been undermined. As such, the government has very recently placed

particular emphasis on fostering more active citizens in Irish society.

3. Organised mutual aid and social enterprise
Traditionally, organised mutual aid is associated with co-operatives and mutuals. Credit unions,

community businesses and actions such as neighbourhood watch schemes represent an increase in

forms of new mutualism in the UK. The concept – and practice – of social enterprise has emerged in

recent years to describe new forms of business activity that are used for the purposes of meeting

objectives which serve a social purpose.

Organised forms of mutual aid are seen to have the potential to make a particular contribution to civil

society via their role in community development. However, these forms of civil society organisation also

provide valuable insights into the relationship between civil society organisations and the market. On the

one hand, some social enterprises seek to act as a force for market change – but some occupy an

ambiguous position between civil society and the market. On the other hand, in addition to seeking to

alter the functioning of the market, organised forms of mutual aid may also emerge as an alternative to

conventional market practices.

4. Religion and civil society: faith based organisations (FBOs)
In recent years there is evidence of some movement in the literature towards addressing gaps in what we

know of the role of religion in civil society. Policymakers have also had to catch up in this respect too and

give greater consideration to the role of religion in a multicultural society. The contribution that FBOs can

make to the delivery of services and community development/involvement, for example, via informal

forms of mutual aid, volunteering and the mobilisation of communities around specific issues are key

themes in this body of literature. Links have also been explored between religion and social capital, which

in turn raises questions about whether FBOs have the potential to generate bridging or bonding forms of

social capital.
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5. Trade unions and civil society
In the literature about trade unions in the UK and Ireland, three common themes stand out: first, patterns

of declining membership; second, the difficulties some trade unions face in gaining recognition and, third,

partnership arrangements, i.e., the consultative role of trade unions in relation to employers at company

level. This type of partnership sheds some light on the changing nature of the role of trade unions in the

workplace in recent years. In relation to the Republic of Ireland, the analysis of the role of trade unions is

also focused on their role within the context of the Social Partnership. However, in the UK, there are signs

of a shift towards giving more consideration to the existing and potential role of trade unions in civil

society – moving the focus beyond the realm of industrial relations per se. There are indications that

constitutional changes such as devolution, and also regionalisation have created opportunities for civil

society organisations – trade unions in particular - to engage with new issues. This suggests an

expansion of some of the trade unions’ traditional functions as well as being indicative of how trade

unions can better engage with civil society.

6. Non-institutional civil society: from the radical to the ‘shadow side’
In recent years, there has been a pronounced trend in the rise of non-institutional forms of civil society.

For some observers, these trends represent the ‘reclaiming’ of civil society. The analysis of the

emergence of various types of groups which favour some form of direct action over more conventional

forms of advocacy and campaigning provides important insights into:

� The conditions which give rise to the emergence of protest groups
� The types of strategies that they invoke in order to ensure that they survive in the long-term
� The potential for tensions or the exacerbation of divisions within civil society

� Shadow side of civil society

The scope, contours and manifestation of the ‘shadow side’ is clearly an area in need of more 

careful unpacking and investigation. Terrorism and crime represent civil society in its nastiest –      

yet most sensationalist form. However, any exploration of the shadow side of civil society requires 

detailed analysis of how the tensions and divisions that underpin our five jurisdictions contribute to 

the expansion of shadowy elements of civil society.

� Role of information communication technology (ICT) 

The development of ICT appears to offer particular potential for the development of what may be 

termed the more informal side of civil society. However, the potential for ICT to widen and/or deepen 

participation within civil society is the subject of much debate. On the one hand, it has been argued 

that ICT has the potential to widen participation in civil society. On the other hand, it is posited that 

the availability of the opportunities for increased participation does not guarantee that people will 

become more active citizens by using the internet to engage their support for particular issues, or 

even to engage more with each other. The prevalence of a digital divide further underlines the nature

and extent of the barriers that exist in relation to ICTs.

� Role and influence of media

The media’s role in civil society has been articulated in terms of ‘giving space’ to coverage of civil 

society issues. However, in its coverage of civil society it has also shown itself as a powerful force 

that can influence public opinion and give (or take away) the legitimacy of an action or campaign.

The media occupies an ambiguous place in civil society, if it can be said to occupy a place at all 

given its embeddedness in the market. The question of who is driving agendas; how the agendas of 

civil society and the media interact and the consequences for civil society – particularly for the public

space civil society may seek to protect is a salient one.

7. Philanthropy and foundations
Foundations are an expression of philanthropy in both the UK and Ireland. In the former, they have

traditionally identified with the fulfilment of a complementary role to that of the government. In recent

years against the background of changing responsibilities and roles of government, they have found it

more difficult to distinguish between complementing and substituting for government. As such, there is
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some discussion of other types of roles foundations can fulfil, for example, a political role or how they can

better contribute to enhancing social justice. In Ireland, foundations lack a distinct identity as many

organisations adopt the label but not the form of a foundation. Those that can be clearly identified as

foundations mainly engage in a complementary role, though they aspire towards other roles in relation to

innovation and social and policy change.

Recent research has provided valuable insights into cultures of giving among the wealthy – particularly

regarding what motivates people to give. New forms of philanthropy, for example, venture philanthropy,

community philanthropy, corporate philanthropy (and corporate social responsibility) also have implications

not only for the types of roles played by foundations in civil society, but also for beneficiaries too. Indeed,

they have the potential to shape the context for philanthropy in the immediate future. In Ireland, the

principal challenge is how to cultivate a culture of philanthropy by harnessing the wealth that has

emerged following the recent period of economic growth.

8. Regulation and accountability
In recent years, across the UK and Ireland, there have been significant moves towards the review and

reform of existing frameworks (or lack thereof in the Irish case) for the regulation of civil society

organisations. This is important: it has been argued that the law and civil society are inextricably linked as

the former provides – in part at least - the appropriate conditions for the development of the latter. In the

UK, in particular, the reforms have not been without controversy. This has largely centred on: how an

organisation should demonstrate that it is for the public benefit, which is necessary to attain charitable

status; whether the advancement of religion constitutes a valid charitable purpose; and, the types of

issues the proposed regulatory reforms have for perceptions of the accountability and legitimacy of civil

society organisations.

9. Conclusion
The following key questions and themes emerge from the paper:

Whilst there is no clear deficit in civil society in the UK and Ireland, it is clear that there is much scope for

the debate about the form and nature of civil society to continue. Some of the key questions and themes

that emerged from our analysis of civil society across the five jurisdictions are outlined:

� The nature of civil society
� How much of civil society activity is for the ‘public good’?
� To what extent does the proliferation of non-institutional forms of civil society activity represent the 

‘reclaiming’ of civil society? What does this mean (if anything) to those involved in such activities?

� Relations with government
� How are relations between civil society and government, likely to develop in the next few years? 

What are the scenarios envisaged by government? How do they differ from those envisaged by 

civil society organisations, the voluntary and community sector in particular?
� To what extent is the future role of FBOs being shaped by efforts of government to involve these 

organisations in different policy areas? What are the likely costs and benefits for faith communities 

and for civil society more broadly? For example, how will an increased role for FBOs in service 

provision impact upon relations with other members of the VCS? How will it affect the emphasis 

which FBOs place on forms of mutual aid and community self-help?
� In the UK, how will devolution and regionalism affect the development of civil society in the future? 

� Relations with market
� How much of civil society activity is for the ‘public good’?
� To what extent do new forms of social enterprise and ethical investment blur the boundaries 

between engagement with civil society and engagement with the market? 
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� New roles
� Trade unions: what are trade unions for? i.e., what roles do they fulfil? What opportunities exist 

for the cultivation of new roles? Is the articulation of new roles fundamental to their survival? Can 

the ‘blame’ for declining membership be laid firmly at the door of employers and the prevalent 

economic climate?
� Foundations: what are the likely implications of the increasing popularity of new forms of 

philanthropy on beneficiaries of giving? Do they provide an impetus for giving? Do new roles 

enhance the legitimacy of foundations by better demonstrating the nature of their contribution      

to civil society? How similar or different are the types of challenges facing different types            

of foundations?
� Organised Mutual Aid: how can organised forms of mutual aid, notably co-operatives and credit 

unions harness their membership base to ensure that their contribution to civil society is not   

eclipsed by forms of social enterprise?
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The resurgence of interest in civil society in the UK in recent years is related to a combination of global

economic and political influences. This renewed interest is rooted in the transition from Communism to

democracy in Eastern Europe and the collapse of authoritarian regimes throughout the world. Against the

background of a growing critique of neo-liberal solutions to poverty, civil society became part of an

emerging agenda of ‘good governance’, and hence of the consolidation of emerging democracies.

The increased attention awarded to civil society is related to the apparent decline of the quality

of democracy in established democracies such as the USA and the UK. In the UK, the rediscovery

of civil society can be linked to a widespread sense that there is a deficit in civil society

activities in the UK. Although structurally civil society in the UK appears to be robust, particularly in the

area of associational life, broader divisions in society are reflected in relationships within civil society.

This latter theme is evident in what may be called the informal side of civil society – unstructured, even

unorganised, activity among individuals, as much in pursuit of personal as public goals.

The relationship between the state and civil society in the UK is influenced by two key factors: the role

and influence of governments at various levels and the process of constitutional change. Both the

Westminster Government and devolved executives and assemblies within the UK have displayed a

particular commitment to encouraging civil renewal, which has involved an emphasis on encouraging

active citizenship (for example, volunteering) and community development. Through the Compacts for

England, Wales and Scotland, they also seek to demonstrate their commitment to building better relations

with the voluntary (and community) sector.1 Moreover, through a range of funding programmes, like

Futurebuilders and ChangeUp, the government is seeking to develop the organised sector to be an

effective partner in the delivery of public services. The relationship between civil society and the

market has been the subject of less in-depth exploration though it is becoming more important

in relation to factors such as the role of the media vis-à-vis civil society and the growing

proliferation and popularity of forms of social enterprise, ethical trading initiatives and

social investment.

In the UK, the voluntary and community sector (VCS) sees itself as an extension of informal associational

citizen activity and thus as forming a substantial part of civil society. Clearly it has an important role to

play. In many respects, the voluntary and community sector (VCS) appears to find itself at a crossroads.

This is particularly evident in England, in the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)’s recent

efforts to encourage and facilitate a period of reflection amongst voluntary and community organisations

on strategies for the future.

Within the UK, the development of civil society in Northern Ireland has of course been unique. It is

something of a cliché to refer to how civil society, and the voluntary and community sector flourished in

the absence of universally accepted representative institutions. In recent years, civil society has had to

grapple with both the opportunities and challenges posed by the post-Good Friday Agreement context.

Despite initial, though short-lived optimism, the institutions of devolved government are currently

suspended. What is more, tensions remain, not only between communities but between certain

communities and the voluntary and community sector:

The still ghettoised nature of working class life in Northern Ireland and its infiltration by paramilitaries

has exacerbated tensions between (stereotypically working class and unpaid) ‘community’ and 

(stereotypically middle class and employed) ‘voluntary’ organisations (NICVA 2005, p.6).

Outside the formal voluntary sector there has also been a substantial growth of activity, tracked by

various studies of the extent of volunteering, community self-help and faith-based organisations (FBOs),

and also exhibited in the growth of activity by pressure groups and campaigning organisations of various

kinds. Despite record low levels of voter turnout in the last two general elections (2001 and 2005) and

widespread suspicion of political apathy, studies underline the prevalence of unconventional forms of

participation. Although people may be unwilling to be involved in traditional formal means of

participation, they display a particular enthusiasm for being part of social movements or

voluntary and community organisations at the local level.2
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The resurgence of this type of activity has also been aided by the development of ICTs and (for better

or worse) the media. Trade Unions, however, represent the antithesis of this scenario as they face the

challenge of defining new roles, often in the face of ambivalence both from employers and employees.

The economic boom that the Republic of Ireland has experienced in recent years has in many ways led

to the rediscovery of civil society. There is a trend towards reflection amongst the media, academic and

social commentators, and the government about what type of society Ireland is becoming. Indeed, in

April 2005 the Taoiseach (the Irish Prime Minister) announced the establishment of a review of active

citizenship in civil society and the terms of reference for a task force on active citizenship were

published in November 2005.3 This period of reflection takes place against the backdrop of the decline

in levels of affiliation with the once dominant Catholic Church, perceptions of the widening gap between

rich and poor, and a lack of public confidence in political leaders and institutions following a range of

corruption scandals and inquiries.

Against this background, the purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of some of the key issues

and arguments that inform the study of civil society in the United Kingdom (UK) and the Republic of

Ireland. The paper takes the form of a five jurisdiction study, including England, Scotland, Wales,

Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland. It is based on the analysis of secondary sources as well

as a number of contributions on specific topics which were generously provided by experts in the field.

It addresses the definition of the concept of civil society and provides a map of activity taking place

within civil society, with an underlying focus on the relationship between state, market and civil society.

The mapping exercise will cover both the organised voluntary sector and trade unions and the range of

less formal activities taking place at community level throughout the five countries being examined.

It will explore some of the emerging themes and the different challenges faced by civil society in these

five jurisdictions.
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The concept of civil society has inspired much debate and considerable controversy. What is more, there

are several ways to distinguish the different approaches in the literature and the different uses of the

concept. White (1994) provides a very useful way of distinguishing between different conceptual

approaches to civil society. In essence he identifies a sociological definition, which focuses on civil society

as a set of organisations; a political definition, which is concerned with the relationship between civil

society and the state, processes of deliberation, citizenship and so on; and an ethical definition, which

focuses on the moral/ethical dimensions of civil society.

Howell and Pearce (2002) make the distinction between empirical and normative definitions of civil society,

which differentiate between an ideal vision of how civil society should be (in relation to the state, for

example) and how civil society actually is (in terms of organisations, spaces, spheres), a distinction that

can be very confused in debate. Normative interpretations of civil society are based on ideas of

what civil society should be like. Normative ideas have been credited with giving civil society its

‘rhetorical power’. Similarly, ideal-type definitions of civil society, such as that posited by John Keane

(1998) serve as a useful benchmark against which empirical features of civil society can be compared

(see Herbert 2003, p.62; p.83). However, it is also important to note that there is no single normative

vision of civil society but, rather a number of competing interpretations (Howell and Pearce 2002,

p.229-231).

Other interpretations underline the complexity of civil society. In this regard, Herbert (2003, p.73-74) cites

the influence of the work of writers such as Foucault (1979) who emphasised how civil society is made up

of ‘a complex network of power relations, with power being exercised not only through individuals and

institutions, but through disciplinary discourses and practices’, and Gramsci who underlines the

ambivalence of civil society as both a channel through which the state can acquire the support of its

citizens by consent whilst also having the potential to act as a force opposed to the state. In effect,

normative definitions of civil society fail to capture the extent and nature of the types of divisions, tensions

and struggles that are characteristic of (empirical) civil society. In a similar vein, Carothers (1999-2000,

p.20-21) contests prevalent ‘warm and fuzzy’ notions of civil society which suggest that ‘civil

society inherently represents the public good’. Rather, he argues that it is important to

acknowledge that ‘the public interest is a highly contested domain’. Many groups are allied to a

particular issue which, of course, means that they are indifferent or blind to consider whether they are

working for the common good.

Another author, Michael Edwards, in his book Civil Society (2004) distinguishes between three main

schools of thought on civil society:
� Civil society as the good society, which as discussed above evokes a range of goals and ideas 

which reflect visions of what society should ideally be like.
� Civil society as associational life: The importance of associations, and the freedom of association 

to fostering a culture of civic engagement can be traced back to de Tocqueville (see Howell and 

Pearce 2002, p.42-44). In recent years, these ideas have underpinned Robert Putnam’s influential 

work on social capital, which by definition pertains to ‘features of social organisation such as 

networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’ 

(Putnam 1995, p.67).

Civil society encompasses a range of diverse forms of association or social organisation. From this

perspective civil society is composed of voluntary associations ranging from local community groups

to, faith based groups, to trade unions, to large non-governmental organisations that operate on a

national and/or international scale. It can include political parties, committed to the development of a

state, and radical groups who position themselves in opposition to such objectives – and in extreme

cases, seek to overthrow the ruling order. Although some interpretations of civil society have

come to be associated solely with NGOs (for example, in the development literature, see

Carothers 1999-2000, p.19-21; Howell and Pearce 2002) and with voluntary and community

organisations (VCOs) (for example, in analyses of the third sector), civil society is a much

broader concept which embraces all manner of formal and informal interaction.

2. What is Civil Society?
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� Civil society as the public sphere: This is the final school of thought identified by Edwards. Civil 

society is understood as a space for discussion and debate, as well as for the establishment of links 

and cooperation between individuals and groups. The idea of the public sphere is associated with 

Jürgen Habermas. Herbert (2003, p.96) synthesises the crux of his position as follows:

According to Habermas (1989 [1992]), the public sphere is a space in which matters of public 

significance can be discussed by individuals in their private capacities and in which the outcome 

should, in principle, be decided by the quality of argument alone.

Habermas was particularly concerned about the social conditions that may facilitate such a scenario,

or the space for ‘more or less egalitarian participation in rational-critical debate’ (Calhoun 2000,

p.531). Within the public sphere, non-institutional and informal groups of individuals seek out new

ways of participating in their surrounding environment. These actions may neither involve defending

civil society  vis-à-vis the state, nor enhancing the quality of democracy per se (see Howell and Pearce

2002, p.51). As such, the public sphere is a creation of civil society: ‘it is not absorbed into the state,

thus, but addresses the state and the sorts of public issues on which state policy might bear’ (Calhoun

2000, p.533).

State, civil society and the market
A further dimension to how we understand civil society involves the ‘positioning’ of civil society vis-à-vis the

state and the market. This is evident in interpretations which underline the independence of civil society as part

of the public sphere and those which situate civil society in a role which seeks to contest the power of the state.

In addition to deliberations about how civil society should be defined, there are also debates about the

boundaries between state, market and civil society.

On the one hand, for some, the idea of the existence of clearly demarcated boundaries between the state

and civil society (or public and private) has long been irrelevant. The rationale behind this argument is that

welfare states have traditionally impinged upon the private life whilst private corporations in the market are

subject to public regulation.

On the other hand, in relation to Western Europe for example, it has been argued that the distinction

between state and civil society has been made all the more pertinent by trends such as the restructuring of

welfare states, debates about the failures of the Keynesian welfare states and the growth of new social

movements. The restructuring of welfare states creates opportunities for greater interaction outside of the

labour market and the household – the conventional areas of interaction within the welfare state. In this

context, combined with the failure of the Keynesian welfare state, the need for a strong and vibrant civil

society to counteract the influence of the market and the state is all the more important. The growth of new

social movements suggests that civil society is rising to this challenge. Yet, new social movements also

represent a shift within civil society too. They represent the emergence of grass-roots and often

informal action, which stands in contrast to the more formal structures of organisations such as

trade unions. So, these developments have in various ways precipitated both crises and opportunities for

civil society (see Keane 1988, p.6-13).

This debate not only illustrates that the boundaries between state and civil society are open to diverse

interpretation, but that they are also subject to change. Thus, it is important to consider civil society as a

dynamic rather than as a static concept (Deakin 2001, p.20). What is more, the tripartite distinction

between state, market and civil society is open to challenge.
� Where to position what have been regarded as part of the private sphere, such as the family 

and households? 
� Churches and other religious institutions present a particular problem since they are often as 

powerful as, but separate from, the state.
� Similarly, how to deal with those organisations on the borderline between market and civil society 

such as profit making, yet community oriented co-operatives and credit unions, for example? 
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� The position of trade unions within the tripartite division of society into state/market/civil society   

has always been ambiguous. The issue for the future is, however, what form the organisation of 

employee representation will take?

These questions underpin the present study and will be addressed via the analysis of informal forms of

interaction and self-help within communities as well as non-institutional forms of direct action; the

analysis of the role of faith based organisations, organised mutual aid and trade unions. However, the

report begins by considering the nature of the relationship between the state and civil society.
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An overview of the policy context in four jurisdictions:

� England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland

According to Bevir and Rhodes (2003, p.59), patterns of governance under New Labour suggest that:

We are witnessing the search for an extended role for civil society as a counterweight to the 

centralisation of the 1960s and 1970s.

As the quotation suggests, the role of civil society is perceived to be held in high esteem by the Labour

government. Indeed, it is central to the ‘philosophy’ of the Third Way which underpins New Labour’s style of

governance (see, Morison 2000). Encouraging volunteering and giving, civil renewal and active citizenship

capture the rhetoric and the essence of the government’s approach to developing civil society. The Home

Office has been at the forefront of this agenda, though the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) has

also had a significant level of involvement too.

Stoker (2005, p.54; see also, Jochum et al. 2005, p.15) argues that there are three key elements to the 

co-operation between state and civil society which the civil renewal agenda seeks to encourage:
� The promotion of active citizenship (through better understanding of what works, education and 

providing new opportunities),
� the strengthening of communities (through community development and cohesion strategies) and
� the practice of partnership in meeting public need (in service delivery).

It is important to state from the outset that relations between government and civil society have been framed

not only by a particular policy agenda, but also by the broader constitutional changes (i.e. devolution and

regionalism) that have occurred since 1997. Devolution has had particular implications for the formal side of

civil society represented by the voluntary and community sector as it has created a new policy context (see

Wilding et al., 2004, p.37-43). However, as Wilding et al. (ibid., p.40; p.42) also note, UK Government policy

still influences developments regarding the Scottish voluntary sector. Similarly, in Wales, where the Assembly

only has secondary powers, decisions made in London are still perceived to have a ‘crucial’ influence,

though recently there have been some suggestions to expand the powers of the assembly.4 In effect,

across all of the four jurisdictions that make up the United Kingdom, three key themes dominate:

partnership, active citizenship and community development – all key tenets of civil renewal.

� Wales

In Wales, the Welsh Assembly’s commitment to these goals is underpinned by statutory obligation to 

support the voluntary sector under the Government of Wales Act 1999. In accordance with the 

Voluntary Sector Scheme the Assembly must demonstrate its commitment to:
� Partnership working and consultation
� Promoting volunteering and community development
� Regular dialogue at a national level through bi-annual Ministerial Meetings and the Voluntary 

Partnership Council.
� A funding Code of Practice. (Wilding et al. 2004)

The Welsh Assembly has favoured a model that draws upon European models of social partnership as its key

influence (Shaw et al., 2002, p.52). As mentioned above, the Partnership Council provides the framework for

engagement between the voluntary sector and the Assembly – and acts as a forum for the voluntary actors

to ‘reflect’ on whether the Assembly is meeting its statutory obligations. In addition, the Business Partnership

Council provides a forum for representatives of private business, trade unions and ‘not-for-profit’ companies

to engage with the Welsh Assembly – as part of the Assembly’s statutory obligation to consult with ‘business

organisations’. Unlike similar arrangements in other countries, e.g. Ireland, the public has open access to

these meetings (see Shaw et al. 2002, p.52-57).

� Scotland

In Scotland, the Scottish Executive, particularly via the Voluntary Issues Unit (VIU) has placed particular

emphasis on increasing numbers of volunteers – especially young people - active in communities. The

development of the ‘organisational, physical, financial and intellectual capacity’ of the VCS is also a key priority.5

3. Government and Civil
Society: The Policy Context
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This is facilitated via the participation of the VCS in the Scottish Civic Forum and its input into the 

Scottish Compact.

The Scottish Civic Forum was originally conceived as a model for civic engagement. It aims to provide a

means for actors in civic society to have an input into the policy making process, as well as providing a

venue for civic actors to give voice to their priorities. From the point of view of analysing civil society, it is the

range and type of actors that such initiatives attract that is of particular interest. Membership is open to a

range of organisations, including trade unions, business associations, churches/religious organisations,

voluntary organisations and community councils. The membership of the forum is organised around two

main groupings: the first is composed of the ‘social partners’ – made up of the key representative

organisations of trade unions, religions, voluntary organisations and business.6 The second grouping is

composed of ‘interest groups’ on issues such as advocacy and civil rights, transport and health and

social/community care.

Despite its openness to such a broad range of participants, one of the key weaknesses of the

Scottish Civic Forum is ‘the dominance of the ‘usual suspects’ involved in its activities and within 

its structures - therefore both unrepresentative of civic society and in danger of being elitist’ 

(Shaw et al. 2002, p.37). This is perhaps reflective of a finding which emerged in the recent mapping and

assessment of Scottish civil society: although civil society has an important role to play in the empowerment

of individuals, there is a ‘clique’ mentality prevalent among some civil society ‘organisations’.7

The need to expand its membership, particularly beyond groups that are already established and  organised

actors poses a major challenge for the Scottish Civic Forum (ibid., p.39). There is no doubt that devolution

has brought a more consensual style of policy making to Scotland, but the influence of civil society

has been much less ‘effective’ than initial expectations predicted (Stevenson 2005, p.22). What is

more, it has also been argued that there is also a need to create  ‘spaces where interests other than the 

old ‘social partners’ can have their say and be helped to do it’ (Keating 2005, p.5). This is not only the

responsibility of initiatives like the Scottish Civic Forum but also of civil society organisations too.

� Northern Ireland

The promotion of volunteering, taken as an indicator of commitment to encouraging active citizenship, has

also featured on the policy agenda in recent years, particularly as part of the 2005 Year of the Volunteer.

The Joint Forum, established in 1998 has provided a mechanism for representatives of the VCS to meet with

members of relevant government departments.8

The role of the VCS in the delivery of services is a prominent policy issue.9 In recent years, the government

has raised concerns about issues such as the fragmented nature of the sector and the lack of widespread

professionalism with regard to the delivery of services (McCarron and Reynolds 2004). At the same time, the

government has also found its own approach to dealing with the VCS in need of more ‘joining up’ (ibid.).

There are two key dimensions to the policy context for community development in Northern Ireland. First,

policy has sought to address economic, social and security issues in order to ensure that both communities

are on a par with each other. For example, from the mid-1980s onwards, programmes such as the

Community Regeneration and Improvement Special Programme (CRISP) and the Community Economic

Regeneration Schemes programme (CERS), under the responsibility of the Department of the Environment for

Northern Ireland (DoENI) and the International Fund for Ireland (IFI), sought to involve community groups in

the regeneration of rural (CRISP) and urban (CERS) areas (Cebulla 2000, p.111).

Second, the policy context for community development has, unsurprisingly, focused on healing divisions

between the Catholic and Protestant communities. Over the years, there have been a number of significant

initiatives which have sought to address this particular objective. The European Union via the Special Support

Programmes for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and in the border counties of the Irish Republic

(known as the ‘Peace Programme’) have played a special role in seeking to improve relations between the

two communities in Northern Ireland (see Williamson et al. 2000).
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The implementation of the new Structural Funds for the enlarged EU in 2006 poses a particular challenge

for the VCS in terms of funding – given that the Peace Programmes are estimated to have provided

£700m in the past ten years. In response, the government has set up a £3m Modernisation Fund for

revenue costs which will support change within the VCS. A capital Modernisation Fund of £15m has also

been established in order to support the physical infrastructure of the VCS, as well as to improve access

to, and the quality of services.10

Partnership
The New Labour government has placed particular emphasis on cultivating a new relationship between

the state and the voluntary sector. It has been argued that the rationale behind the government’s

interest in the voluntary sector is rooted in their desire to form partnerships between the public,

private and voluntary sectors as an alternative to the public/private distinction, thereby also

expanding the range of actors involved in delivering services (Halfpenny and Reid 2002, p.534;

Morison 2000, p.104-111).

The Compacts of 1998 for England, Wales and Scotland provide the clearest expression of the

government’s interest in the voluntary sector. In subsequent years, compacts also developed at the local

level (Craig et al. 2002). It is a well told story that their significance lay particularly in the recognition

the government gave to the voluntary sector. Morison (2000, p.119) argues that the compacts represent

a new process of co-operation and dialogue between the government and voluntary sector, and they also

represent the emergence of a ‘new space’ between the state and civil society:

The compacts are perhaps a first stage in a much wider process involving bigger changes in the 

state and a new configuration of the relationship of government and civil society.

The fact remains, however, that much of the emphasis has been placed on the role of voluntary and

community sector organisations in the delivery of public services. The Treasury’s cross-cutting review 

of the delivery of services by voluntary organisations further recognised the existing and potential

contribution of the VCS in this area. Moreover, programmes such as Futurebuilders followed as the review

also drew attention to the need to develop the capacity of the sector, via investment in infrastructure and

improving access to official channels of funding. Traditionally, the VCS has not been widely perceived as

efficient by government. However, this level of interest and initiative is also underpinned by prevalent

ideas about how the VCS is well placed to deliver (public) services effectively by virtue of its propensity for

innovation and flexibility, as well as its positioning close to the users or beneficiaries of these services ‘on

the ground’ in local communities (Deakin 2005, p.24; p.28).11

� The voluntary and community sector

In many respects, the voluntary and community sector (VCS) appears to find itself at a crossroads.

This is particularly evident in the recent efforts of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)

to encourage and facilitate a period of reflection amongst voluntary and community organisations on

strategies for the future.

The UK Voluntary Sector Almanac, published in 2004 reflects some of the key themes that have 

dominated both discussion within, and research about, the voluntary and community sector in recent

years. These include:
� The nature of the relationship between the voluntary sector and the government, which is best 

represented by the Compact. On the one hand, the implications close relations have for the 

independence of the VCS have been discussed. On the other hand, the likelihood of the VCS 

becoming more fragmented as a result of closer relations with public authorities has also been 

raised; for example, tensions are possible where organisations must compete for funding (Deakin 

op cit., p.31).
� Devolution features as an issue to the extent that the policy environment for the structure 

and functioning of the voluntary and community sector has changed for Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland.
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� Reviews of the voluntary sector by the government, in particular the Treasury’s cross-cutting 

review of the role of the voluntary and community sector in the delivery of public services,

and the reassessment of the legal and regulatory framework for charities (and the ‘wider not-for 

profit sector’).
� The emergence of new types of organisations, notably social enterprises and Community Interest 

Companies, which further blur the distinction between private, public and voluntary sector actors 

involved in the delivery of services.

So where does civil society fit into this agenda, which appears largely driven by concerns about legal and

organisational features of the voluntary and community sector, and dominated above all by relations

between the VCS and the government? 

The role of the voluntary and community sector in civil society is more readily visible in NCVO’s (2005)

vision for the future. This consultation document underlines the ‘need for a strong and diverse civil society

which acts as the balance between the power of the market and the power of the state’. It also sets out

five areas which form the key focus of NCVO’s vision for the future:
� Values: voluntary and community organisations (VCOs), despite their diversity, are seen to share 

common underlying values, namely the belief that people and communities can change their own 

lives and those of others. To a large extent, these shared values are reflected in their vision of the 

good society. Consultations with voluntary and community organisations found that in this regard,

VCOs have an obligation to work with and for communities and to be aware of the broader 

implications of their activities (Blackmore 2005).
� Engaged citizens: voluntary and community organisations have a key role to play in fostering and 

facilitating a sense of belonging and unity within communities.

This goal is also consistent with the view of VCOs on civil society, voluntary action and democracy.

They make a clear link between involvement in voluntary and community organisations and   

fostering participative forms of democracy. Yet, they do not believe that such forms of engagement 

necessarily lead citizens to have more faith in the democratic process: many underlined the 

difficulties they faced in justifying campaigning or lobbying activities when most of their members 

do not believe that their actions will result in changes being made by political leaders 

(Blackmore 2005).
� Relationships: Priority is awarded to the need to cultivate a better relationship between the 

voluntary and community sector and the general public, local and regional government, the media 

and business. Improved relations between VCOs themselves is also underlined. These relationships 

have become all the more important as a result of constitutional changes and a sense of division,

rather than unity of purpose that pervades some parts of civil society.
� Governance: This goal involves ensuring that voluntary organisations seek to develop transparent 

and effective management and governance structures. It also seeks to ensure that voluntary and 

community organisations will be provided with the necessary advice and support to allow these

processes to develop. This also involves the VCS addressing traditional tensions and issues of 

accountability that have affected the sector (Kumar, 2005).
� Resources: Access to sources of funding remains a key issue for the voluntary and community 

sector. This goal underlines the commitment of the NCVO to increase and/or consolidate the 

number and range of donors and giving to the voluntary and community sector so as to ensure not 

just sustainability for organisations, but also their activities, retention of staff and strategic planning.

This raises the question of whether the goals and needs of the VCS have the potential to clash with 

those of grant-making foundations in particular. Many foundations seek to move towards more 

‘progressive philanthropy’ (Harker and Burkemann, 2005) and to avoid a constant sense of filling 

gaps where government has withdrawn (Leat 2004). In this context, in seeking funding from 

philanthropic foundations in particular, the VCS needs to be aware of potentially changing agendas 

and practices. This broader scenario should also, of course, lead foundations to give more 

consideration to their contribution to civil society.

C10263_Carnegie_A4_Report  1/6/06  9:27 am  Page 20



21

For the Common Good? The Changing Role of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland

Partnership at the local level
The civil renewal agenda is inextricably intertwined with the modernisation of local governance (for an

overview, see, Cole 2003; Snape 2000; see also, ODPM 2004, The Future of Local Government:

developing a ten year strategy). Thus, it has posed a particular challenge for local government. They must

consider how to move beyond rhetoric and make active citizenship a reality. Civil renewal has been linked

with giving individuals more ‘voice’ and ‘choice’ about public services provided at the local level. Local

government faces the challenge of engaging citizens in decision making processes whilst also

meeting their demands, and rising expectations of public services (De Groot, 2005).

The emphasis that the policy agenda has placed on encouraging citizens to become more active in their

communities has led to a proliferation of partnership bodies. Citizens join these bodies either as

individuals or as representatives of a particular group or community of interest (Deakin 2005, p.26-27).

Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) play a key co-ordinating role in this context and are responsible for

articulating strategies for (sustainable) community development (see Lowndes and Sullivan 2004, p.52-

53; ODPM 2005). For example, LSPs have been linked with the National Strategy for Neighbourhood

Renewal. LSPs, which involve an amalgamation of public bodies, representatives of the private sector and

voluntary and community sector organisations are charged with the twin responsibilities of ‘developing

strategies for neighbourhood renewal in their locality and supporting local authorities in developing

community strategies…’ (Social Exclusion Unit 2000, 2001, cited in Taylor 2003, p.172).

Similarly, Local Area Agreements (LAAs), which were piloted in 21 areas in 2004/5 will allow members 

of communities and providers of local services (including local authorities, local strategic partnerships,

police, health agencies and the VCS etc.) to agree on a ‘community plan’ for a period of around ten

years. This plan for the community is informed by government objectives and targets as well as by the

overall community strategy, which is developed in the context of the LSP. These agreements will focus on

themes such as children and young people, safer and stronger communities and health and older people

(Stoker 2005, p.58).

Overall, these types of partnership are best viewed as part of a broader trend towards New Localism in

the UK. In accordance with agreed standards and priorities in terms of policy, this involves the strategic

devolution of power and resources away from the centre towards a combination of ‘front line managers,

local democratic structures and local consumers and communities…’ (Corry and Stoker 2002; Corry et

al., 2004, cited in Stoker 2005). However, the extent to which partnership arrangements have been

successful in improving the extent and quality of participation within communities is a source of debate.

Indeed, the ODPM recently launched a consultation paper (Local Strategic Partnerships: Shaping their

Future, 2005) with a view to considering the future role of LSPs.12 The potential benefits of local

partnerships have been much lauded not only within the UK, but in Europe too. In particular, they are

perceived to facilitate the development of a culture of co-operation (and trust) within communities; the

empowerment of local actors; and the improved delivery of public policies, especially if there is the

opportunity for them to be tailored to better address local needs (see, European Foundation for the

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 2003, p.15-16).

On the other hand, although Local Strategic Partnerships provide a framework for partnership between

government and voluntary bodies at the local level – they can pose a particular challenge for the latter.

Here, the expectation is that voluntary and community organisations will be able to ‘combine the role of

advocate for community interest with assuming shared responsibility for setting common objectives for

the participating agencies and securing their implementation’ (Deakin 2005, p.28-29). Similarly,

according to Knight (2005), voluntary and community organisations are likely to benefit

financially from participating in local area agreements, though they are also likely to stifle the

role of the VCS as a catalyst for association and participation, presumably as their focus will be

on acting for the good of the community as a whole rather than providing a vehicle for the

advocacy of particular interests.
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Involving communities, and hence the less organised aspects of civil society is crucial to the success of

partnerships. However, LSPs are another example of an initiative that still comes up short with respect to

the extent – and indeed the quality – of the participation they facilitate. Although Lowndes and Sullivan

(2004, p.66-70) agree that LSPs have the ability to bring many advantages to communities, they also

argue that there are a number of ‘pitfalls’ to be avoided. LSPs should act as a more inclusive forum for

debate and look for innovative ways of conducting their operations, with a view to ensuring that they are

not dominated by particular interests (which themselves have the potential to further exclude those on the

margins of the community). In particular, the situation must be avoided whereby: ‘area based community

development has often made existing power holders more powerful and intensified the social exclusion of

poorer groups’ (Shortall and Shucksmith 2001, p.123).

Partnerships are in many ways illustrative of the types of tensions that can emerge between moves

towards participative democracy and representative democracy. For local-based initiatives to work, public

authorities also need to be willing to give up some of their control over certain resources and decision-

making processes (see, Marinetto 2003, p.116; see also, Foley and Martin 2000). Another key related

issue is whether the necessary plans are in place to sustain partnership – and indeed other - activities

over the long-term (Taylor 2005). Even so, the experience of particular initiatives across the UK – left in

limbo following the withdrawal of government support - underlines the need for appropriate ‘exit

strategies’ by statutory authorities if they are to cede control (see Murdoch 2005). Ceding control

also, however, raises important questions about the legitimacy of partnerships composed of

individuals and bodies without a formal democratic mandate to make decisions that affect local

communities. These concerns give greater resonance to the challenges of ensuring the inclusivity and

representativeness of partnerships that are evident in some of the key criticisms above. Moreover, there

are concerns about the nature of the relationship between partnerships and local authorities – and

whether in some cases they have the potential to sideline democratically elected local bodies (see

Shortall and Shucksmith 2001, p.124). Overall, the key challenge is to find a balance between community

involvement and control whilst ensuring that the mandate of elected representatives is not undermined.

Active citizens
There are three key dimensions to the government’s active citizenship agenda:

� citizenship education and lifelong learning; 
� volunteering [which is interlinked with the analysis of social capital], and 
� civic participation, i.e., citizen engagement with state institutions. 13 (Jochum et al. 2005, p.16)

The new deal for communities in the East End of London
In his study of the impact of the New Deal for Communities (NDC) initiative in the East End of

London, Dinham found that, though widely recognised and largely welcomed by residents, NDC

has not been wholly successful in breaking down barriers to participation. In particular the rather

formal nature of certain processes remains off-putting for some members of the community.

For some respondents, the NDC has created more opportunities for professionals (hence the

nickname ‘New Deal for Consultants’!) rather than on encouraging and facilitating new

opportunities for ‘ordinary’ members of the community, for example, through training

programmes. By contrast, the more informal aspects of community involvement are held in high

regard. Participation in forums rather than more formal meetings is much more popular among

the residents of the East End. For some people, informal interaction does lead to further

involvement. However, overall, it appears that NDC has failed to harness and perhaps appreciate

existing or embedded resources, i.e., the ‘insider’ knowledge and experience of the East End

community – which is so fundamental to supporting leadership at the local level.

Source: Dinham (2005, p.305-310)
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Citizenship education
In recent years, there have been notable efforts to introduce and develop citizenship education into the

school-level curriculum in the four jurisdictions (Kerr et al 2002) and in the Republic of Ireland too.

However, the role of citizenship education appears to have been overlooked in favour of a focus on the

contribution of volunteering and civic participation to civil society. This is somewhat lamentable as some

of the debates around citizenship education raise interesting suggestions about the type of implications it

may have for civil society. On the one hand, some commentators have questioned whether it can achieve

its largely political goals. On the other hand, it may be that the government has underestimated what

citizenship education has the potential to achieve. As Callan (1999, cited in Kerr et al.) suggests:

[A] high and widely shared level of commitment to democratic values coincides with declining trust 

in existing democratic (or semi-democratic) institutions. It may be that effective citizen education 

hastens the collapse of existing democratic institutions particularly if they fail to reform themselves 

from within at the same time.

Although the quotation presents a rather extreme scenario, it underlines a fundamental point: more

civic minded citizens may also be more critical citizens who expect more for example, from their

representatives and from public services. It also, however, evokes some reflection on the need for

representative and participatory forms of democracy to be ‘mutually reinforcing’ (Jochum et al. 2005,

p.10). A healthy civil society does not negate the need for influential representative institutions. Rather, it

makes them all the more necessary to mediate between the competing interests of different groups and

to combat the ‘shadow’ side of civil society, - ultimately so as to ensure that the public interest is

preserved (ibid., see also Held 1989).

Civil renewal and social capital
The civil renewal agenda is underpinned by ideas about the positive contribution social capital can make

to communities. As discussed in Section 2, social capital is inextricably linked with understanding civil

society (Putnam 1993; 1995; 2000). Indeed, it has been argued that social capital provides

‘the basis for civil society and the mortar that binds it together’ (Milner 2003, p.11). Hence,

concern about the decline of civil society is bound up with concerns about the apparent decline

of social capital.

Studies of social capital are useful in helping us to gain a clearer perspective on how active citizens are.

However, it is difficult to compare the findings of separate pieces of research as a variety of data sources

and measures of social capital are used. To take one study: drawing upon different measures of social

capital, Johnston and Jowell (2001) present a mixed though largely positive picture of the ‘robustness’ of

civil society in the UK. Their findings suggest that:
� Membership of Community Organisations, and sporting and cultural organisations which helps 

people to form important connections with others have remained stable (see Daly 2004).
� However, membership of work-related organisations, such as Trade Unions is in decline.
� Similarly, for the majority of people, religion appears to have no place in their lives. This is a 

particular challenge for faith-based organisations who must face the twin challenge of declining 

levels of affiliation and the increased secularisation of society. At the same time, they face the 

trend towards fundamentalism in the major world religions, which attracts a minority, but risks 

alienating the majority. It also creates a climate of misunderstanding about certain religions 

(Cameron, 2005).
� Their data on levels of social trust suggest that people are no less trusting of each other than 

before. People also have a sense of respect and responsibility towards each other as citizens.
� There are disparities across class and race in terms of “stocks” of social capital. Social 

participation and levels of social trust are higher amongst middle classes than amongst working 

classes, and amongst ‘whites’ than ‘other races’ (though they stress that their sample of ‘other 

races’ is small).
� The potential some activities create for the development of bonding social capital rather than 

bridging social capital suggests that the benefits of high numbers of individuals being members of 

organisations may be more limited than initially envisaged (see Putnam 2000).
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The study by Johnston and Jowell indicates that civil society in the UK remains robust in the area of

associational life in particular. Volunteering is also drawn upon as a means of assessing how active

citizens are. Studies have examined links between volunteering and age; volunteering and faith (see

Section 5.4) and volunteering and other forms of social/recreational activity, for example (see Daly 2004).

The 2001 Home Office Citizenship Survey (HOCS) (cited in Wilding et al. 2004, p.134-135) found that:
� 39 per cent of the population volunteered in a formal capacity at least once in the previous twelve 

months; whilst 27 per cent had volunteered at least once a month.
� The most popular activities which volunteers engage in are raising or handling money (56 per cent 

for formal volunteers) and assisting in the operation of an activity or an event (54 per cent of 

formal volunteers).
� There are differences in accordance with gender and ethnicity: men are more likely to be members

of committees than women, whilst black and Asian people are more likely to visit or befriend 

someone or a group of people.

As 2005 was the Year of the Volunteer, encouraging volunteering has been a key priority across all of the

four jurisdictions and a Commission on the Future of Volunteering has now been proposed.

Strengthening communities
New Labour’s approach to community development is influenced by ideas of communitarianism which

underline the value of encouraging individuals to become more actively involved in their communities; to

take greater responsibility for the development or regeneration of their communities, and to empower

them with the means to do so, for example, through partnership between state and civil society (Dinham,

2005, p.302; Marinetto, 2003, p.114-115; on communitarianism, see: Etzioni, 1995; 1997). As such, as

Stoker (2005, p.54) argues the civil renewal agenda does not only require citizens to participate more in

their communities, ‘it demands participation with a purpose’.

What do we mean by ‘community’?
The term ‘community’ has a range of connotations, but Taylor (2003, p.34) (drawing upon Glen (1993)

and Purdue (2000)) sets out three principal ways in which the term ‘community’ has been employed:

The term community has been used to refer to ‘communities of interest’, based upon a shared issue or

need. Community also signifies ‘communities of place’ (Osbourne et al. 2002, p.1085). Geography

denotes a group of people who share common interests and a sense of belonging – though in the UK at

least, research has found that people do not strongly identify with their surrounding areas (Young,

Gosschalk and Hatter 1996, cited in Taylor 2003, p.36). In an instrumental sense, it has been argued that

it is often warm and fuzzy notions of community which underpin policy initiatives (Mowbray 2005, p.257).

Normative ideas about community stress the role of informal groups and family in meeting social and

individual needs, as well as offsetting the dominance of the state. In a normative sense, community is

also associated with close bonds and networks of social interaction between individuals (families,

neighbours, friends, co-workers) which contrasts with perceptions of the impersonal and ‘contractual’

nature of ties in mass, industrialised societies (Taylor 2003, p.36-37). The extent and nature of these

informal interactions within civil society in practice form the focus of the analysis of community self-help.

This literature provides an insight into the scale and nature of the informal activity that takes place 

within civil society.

1. Descriptive:

(a) a group or network of people who share something in common or interact with each other; 

2. Normative:

(a) community as a place where solidarity, participation and coherence are found;

3. Instrumental:

(a) community as an agent acting to maintain or change its circumstances;

(b) the location or orientation of services and policy interventions.
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Self-help
A criticism of the government’s policy in relation to communities is that it undervalues collective self-help.

Burns et al (2004, p.29) define community self-help as: ‘those informal activities that are not formally

provided by the market and the state’. The types of activities which fall under the rubric of self-help are

outlined in Table 1.

According to Williams (2005) the nature of community involvement which underpins government

policy gives priority to encouraging participation in formal community-based groups over more

informal community-based activity. The rationale is that people are on a ‘ladder of involvement’ (Home

Office 1999, p.30). At the ‘bottom’ of this ladder, individuals engage with each other, and help one

another out on a one-to-one basis. At the ‘top’ of the ladder, to which individuals – with the right

conditions - will eventually climb, people are actively engaged in formal organisations. This type of formal

activity is considered to be more conducive to the development of communities than informal activity.

Similarly, Hoban and Beresford (2001, p.317) underline how individuals at the local level mobilise

themselves into groups or associations around ‘issues, interests and concerns’. Harnessing this

existing ‘infrastructure’ and the experience of those involved is viewed as essential to the success of

neighbourhood renewal. In a similar vein, Jochum et al. (2005) argue that although the government

underlines how citizens can better engage with the state, it has given less importance to how citizens can

better engage with each other.

Table 1: Types of community self-help

Self-help Routine self-provisioning

Do-it-yourself activity

Mutual aid Unpaid

One-to-one kinship reciprocity

One-to-one reciprocity between friends and neighbours

Organised mutual aid [for example, credit unions, employee
mutuals; leisure/hobby clubs]

Community volunteering

Paid

Autonomous

Source: Burns et al. 2004, p.30

Notes for Table 1:

Mutual aid organisation and volunteering is distinguished by the motivation of individuals: in the

former, research has shown that they see themselves as engaged in activities for personal benefits,

to serve the needs of their immediate circle or group rather than for some sort of distinctly

philanthropic motive.

Community self-help organisations are distinct from voluntary organisations. These groups tend

not to be formally constituted or regulated; they tend to operate on the basis of informal and

participatory forms of governance and they do not have paid employees. (Burns et al. 2004,

p.42-44; Burns and Taylor 1998, p.5-8).

Although paid informal work may involve a ‘market-like exchange’, Burns et al. (p.32) argue that it

can distinguished from other paid work (for example, an employee doing a job ‘on the side’ of

his/her business) by virtue of the fact that the former is motivated by ‘non-market’ factors and

‘social relations’.
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Understanding the extent and nature of community self-help, and indeed the nature and quality of

interaction between individuals is important from the point of view of examining civil society. Studies of

civil society have shown that what often matters most to people is the extent of the personal security

respect, understanding and acts of kindness that they experience in their everyday lives. For example, this

is a message which is conveyed by the Commonwealth Foundation’s (2001) study of civil society at the

turn of the millennium. When asked to give their views on what constitutes the ‘good society’,

respondents underlined a rather normative sense of community:

“I think it is helping one another …” (Scotland); “people working together” (Wales); “a place where 

people know each other … and … understand each other” (Northern Ireland).

Respondents in the study articulated a role for citizens where friends, family and neighbours were a

source of support for each other, a view which echoes their vision of the good society. Given the

emphasis which government policy places on the cultivation of participation in formal community-based

activities, these findings raise some questions about the ways in which community involvement is

(‘officially’) conceptualised, and indeed, about the motivations behind government policy on communities.

Quite simply: have they got it right?

The data examined by Williams are suggestive of the nature and extent of one-to-one reciprocity which

exists between individuals, particularly neighbours and friends in the UK. This data is cause for some

optimism about the healthy state of civil society. However, the data also underlines how the promotion 

of (successful) participation in community development requires some understanding of ‘background

factors’ such as the skills and abilities of individuals as well as of ‘social psychological and environmental

features’ which may have an impact – be it positive or negative – on the nature and extent of an

individual’s involvement in their community (Dinham 2005, p.303).

The communitarian philosophy which underpins the government’s community development agenda has

also been criticised in the past for downplaying the types of divisions that can exist at a local level (Laclau

and Mouffe 1985, cited in Foley and Martin 2000, p.486). An emphasis on developing a geographically

defined community, for example, may mean that the potential contribution of certain groups, for example,

people with disabilities and black and ethnic minority people is undermined as these people are often at

the margins of a neighbourhood (Purdue et al. 2000, cited in Hoban and Beresford 2001, p.315).

Contesting government policy
Drawing upon the 2000 General Household Survey, Williams contests the rather narrow focus of

government policy. Part of the evidence he draws upon indicates that although 13 per cent of

respondents had held a position of responsibility in an organisation in the previous three years 

and eight per cent of respondents had been involved in an organisation, though without specific

responsibilities, 74 per cent of people had carried out a favour for a neighbour, and 72 per cent of

respondents had been at the receiving end of a favour within the six months prior to the survey.

‘Seen through the lens of a hierarchy of types of community involvement, then this lack of

participation in community-based groups signals an immature participatory culture in Britain.

The widespread use of ‘simple’ acts of one-to-one reciprocity but low rate of participation in

community-based groups clearly shows how the small civic core engaged in formal forms of

community engagement needs to be further expanded in order to create a more mature 

participatory culture.

However, … these data indicating that community involvement is currently much more oriented

towards informal engagement raise the issue of whether government policy should be attempting to

encourage a participatory culture foreign to the vast majority of the population and ignoring the

further development of the culture of engagement already extensively used.’ 

Source: Williams 2005
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It follows that some commentators have stressed the need for government policies to give greater

recognition to the potentially divisive and negative aspects of community involvement.

Previous community-based initiatives have repeatedly demonstrated that local people rarely speak 

with one voice and their influence is not unambiguously positive. Communities can be deeply 

fragmented and many local people support policies which would exacerbate rather than combat 

social exclusion. (Foley and Martin 2000, p.486).

For example, in Dinham’s study of the impact of the New Deal for Communities (NDC) initiative in the East

End of London (Dinham 2005, p.305-310), the findings suggest that initiatives such as NDC may be

undermined by ‘factionalism’ within the community, which is underpinned by old divisions between

individuals and/or community groups, as well as prevalent rivalries for scarce funding and other forms of

support. Overcoming these divisions requires strategic planning and patience (Dinham 2005, p.310).

The issue of bridging divides across as well as within communities has particular resonance within

Northern Ireland of course. Northern Ireland is also an example of how this cannot happen through

informal activity alone – if at all. In particular, partnerships and different types of voluntary bodies, from

reconciliation bodies to women’s groups have all sought to contribute – with varying levels of success –

to improving relations between the two main communities in Northern Ireland (on the EU District

Partnership Programme, see Williamson et al. 2000; see also Murtagh 2001; on formal efforts to build

community relations, see Hughes and Knox 1997). Research on community relations remains important

in the post-Good Friday Agreement context. For example, current research is examining the capacity of

the VCS to play a key role in the promotion of community relations in Northern Ireland and the impact of

‘community politics’ in Northern Ireland on voluntary action (Williamson 2006).

Summary
The question of whether approaches to community development best serve the interests of

communities or the government agenda underpins some debates in the literature. As indicated

above, the government’s approach to community development envisages a particular type of community

involvement (Dinham 2005; Marinetto 2003). This in itself appears at odds with assertions about the

empowerment of communities. Thus, it has been criticised for failing to take account of different forms of

community development. This approach has the potential to undervalue the part of civil society which

encompasses citizens who seek to maintain a distance from the state and the political arena. Moreover,

it also sidesteps the different forms of mutual aid and self help that have proved the bedrock of many

communities. In this way, the value of the empowerment of communities by communities may be in

danger of being overlooked.

Policy context in Republic of Ireland: a brief overview
In the Republic of Ireland, the policy context for the voluntary and community sector is situated against

the backdrop of four key factors: the White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity (Government of Ireland

2000); the modernisation of governance; the social partnership, and the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy. The Irish

White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity (Government of Ireland 2000, p.11) sought to give ‘formal

recognition to the role of the Community and Voluntary Sector in contributing to the creation of a vibrant,

participative democracy and civil society.’ 

The Strategic Management Initiative (SMI) (1994) and the Public Services Management Act 1997 mark

the starting point of modernisation in the Irish context. In sum, these initiatives underlined the importance

of ensuring that quality public services are provided to the public as well as of improving the

transparency, accountability, performance and organisation of the public services. Modernisation has had

an impact on the VCS, which has long played a salient role as the provider of key welfare services (hence

its prominence too in tackling issues such as poverty and social exclusion). Since the 1990s, the state

has become the principal funder of community development groups. This has coincided with the

increased professionalisation of the sector as organisations face greater demands from the state

to account for their spending and performance. The obvious repercussion of this emerging scenario is

that the presence and role of the volunteer is diminishing:
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What emerges from our analysis is a reality where active citizenship in its classical form is being 

marginalised in a partnership between the community sector and the state. (Powell and Geoghegan 

2004, p.148).

As such, some of the issues that are pertinent to relations between civil society and government in the

UK are also pertinent in the Republic of Ireland. In addition to seeking to improve the quality of services,

in 2005, the Irish government set out its plans to establish a Taskforce on Active Citizenship. In 2006, it

announced Mary Davies as the Chair. As in the UK, this flurry of interest in the scope and nature of how

people spend their time appears motivated by concerns that there is a deficit in civil society. For instance,

the Guinness UDV the Quality of Life in Ireland Report (2002) found that 57 per cent of individuals would

use extra time for their own enjoyment whereas only 26 per cent indicated that they would use the time

to ‘help a good cause’ (cited in National Economic and Social Forum (NESC) 2003).

Social partnership
The Social Partnership Model provides the framework for formal relations between government,

representatives from the business world, and civil society, including trade unions and representatives 

from the VCS in the Republic of Ireland. The inclusion of the voluntary and community sector within the

framework is the distinguishing feature of the Irish model of social partnership. The rationale for the

inclusion of VCS representatives appears rooted in rather pragmatic concerns as much as it is based on

normative ideals about the role of civil society. Cradden (2004, p.94) notes how the initial inclusion of

voluntary and community sector organisations coincided with a broader concern, namely that a sizeable

minority of the population had not benefited from the recent period of economic growth. VCOs were

perceived to be in a position to bring their knowledge and expertise to the table, with a view to providing

input as to how best to address prevalent social problems. However, as Teague (2002, p.12-13) notes,

there is no clear evidence that this has occurred.

The indications are that the VCS is at least satisfied if somewhat sceptical of the social partnership

model. From Powell and Geoghegan’s (2004, p.233-235) study, it is possible to discern that:
� About half of the respondents agreed (45.8 per cent) or strongly agreed (5.8 per cent) that the 

social partnership had been a positive experience overall for the VCS.
� A majority of the respondents also agreed (63.5 per cent) that social partnership represents a 

serious commitment to addressing social exclusion in Irish society.
� However, they appear less convinced by how successful social partnership has been in this 

respect: 30.8 per cent disagreed with the statement that the framework has had a substantial 

impact on improving the lives of those on the margins of society.

This sense of disappointment is reflected in how the Saint Vincent de Paul and the Simon Community

criticised the Sustaining Progress agreement for failing to adequately address issues related to poverty

and housing respectively (Cradden 2004, p.97-98). What is more, despite its commitment to tackling

social exclusion, some groups that represent those on the margins of society remain under-

represented at the national level. For example, the fact that there is no minority ethnic- or immigrant

minority ethnic-led umbrella group at the national level ‘hinders the direction participation of these groups

and the communities they represent in government policy and social partnership structures’ (Feldman et

al. 2005). Moreover, it is therefore unsurprising that many Immigrant/’New’ Ethnic-Led Community and

Voluntary Organisations (I/MELOs) are, in the words of a representative of an organisation which works

with I/MELOs, ‘outside the radar’ of statutory agencies and departments (ibid.). This raises a broader

question about whether the plurality of voices that exists within civil society in Ireland is being heard –

or has the opportunity to be heard? The experience of the Travellers is illustrative of the potential

opportunities and challenges facing groups like I/MELOS who seek to represent the interests of those on

the margins of society: representative groups have endured a long struggle for recognition and access to

funding. Moreover, the access to funding which they now have has proved a source and tension and

resentment within the VCS: some respondents in the Powell and Geoghegan study felt that ‘Traveller

issues has dominated community development to the detriment of other issues’ (see Powell and

Geoghegan 2004, p.168-169).
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Social Partnership: the local dimension
The rhetoric of partnership is also visible at the local level in the Republic of Ireland. The framework for

local policy making reflects the situation at the national level. Since the 1990s, local government reforms

have led to more opportunities for participation by civil society groups. In recent years, trade unions and

local voluntary organisations have been asked to become members of strategic policy committees (SPCs)

(Harris et al. 2005, p.95-96). The Area Development Management (ADM) initiative began in 1992 with

the launch of twelve local area-based partnerships.

The extent to which such arrangements have led to a greater say for community groups in policy making

is open to debate (Teague 2004; Powell and Geoghegan 2004). There is a risk that other types of roles

that community groups fulfil for example, campaigning and mobilisation have been undermined by the

local partnerships. As in the UK, the concern is that the capacity of community groups for independent

action has been diluted by efforts to incorporate them into the policy making process:

Civic associations run the danger of becoming too integrated into an administrative system set-up 

to deliver essentially government-determined local economic policies. … In particular, civic 

associations may find themselves in a weaker position to challenge prevailing norms, rules and 

institutions that influence labour market policies and outcomes through mobilisation and campaigns.

(Teague 2004, p.30-31).

According to Teague, the partnership arrangements at the local level represent an underdeveloped form

of ‘networked governance’ – which is viewed as fundamental to the move towards the New Localism in

the UK. However, in the Irish experience, the overriding concern, therefore, is that partnerships provide

less of a vehicle for empowering community groups at the local level and have acted in fact to facilitate

‘an extension and suffusion of state power’ (Powell and Geoghegan 2004). Echoing the UK experience,

critics of the involvement of community and voluntary sector organisations in these partnerships have

underlined that these groups lack the legitimacy that elected officials possess. They are portrayed as

single-minded organisations which seek to pursue an agenda, in relation to a particular group or issue,

though they are not accountable to any ‘constituency’ as such. In one critic’s experience, attempts to

report to and consult with “constituents” do not amount to much (O’Cinneide 1998, p.9, cited in Powell

and Geoghegan 2004).

The opportunities offered by social partnership appear to be somewhat limited by the fact that demands

must ‘fit’ with the programme for government. Concerns about the transparency and democratic

accountability of the process have also been expressed. The ‘closed door’ nature of the discussions

means that they appear to lack a certain legitimacy. Moreover, given that the parliament is not involved in

the negotiations, it appears that its role is undermined. (Harris et al. 2005, p.79). Yet, overall, the policy

context provides for the representation of VCOs. The nature of the relationship between government and

VCS, particularly in relation to the provision of services raises familiar concerns in the UK about access to

funding and the implications of close relations with government. Social partnership, especially at the

local level, offers the potential for the empowerment of civil society but has raised concerns

about the implications these arrangements have for the autonomy of VCOs. One overriding

challenge for both VCOs and the government is inclusion, specifically the inclusion of those on the

margins of society and their representative groups.
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Traditionally, organised mutual aid is associated with co-operatives and mutuals. Co-operatives emerged

in the UK, firstly due to the failure of the market to provide quality goods and, second, due to the absence

of state regulation in the retail sector, though their growth ‘owes much to the dynamic entrepreneurial

activity associated with a vibrant social movement bridging working-class and lower middle-class

interests’ (Spear 2001, p.253). Co-operatives involve a group of people coming together to form an

enterprise to address certain economic, social or cultural needs or goals. Ownership of the enterprise is

shared and it is subject to democratic control. There are two basic models of co-operative: Bona fide 

co-operatives work for the mutual benefit of their members. Any profits from activities are re-invested

back into the organisation. However, ‘benefit of the community societies (bencoms) provide services for

people who are not just their members’ (see, Westall 2005, p.78-79). Other forms of mutual organisation

may not involve trading as such. For example, credit unions, community businesses and actions such as

neighbourhood watch schemes represent an increase in forms of ‘new mutualism’ in the UK (ibid., p.79).

Traditionally, co-operatives and mutuals and the voluntary and community sectors have been portrayed –

and indeed, like to have seen themselves – as separate and distinct from each other. The potential for

closer links between co-operative and mutual organisations and the voluntary and community

sector has increased in recent years due to the nature of the activities which they increasingly

share in common. According to Spear (2001, p.254), both sets of organisations seek to address

shortcomings in areas such as housing provision by the state, unemployment, and the management of

community development by local government, for example, in multi-racial/ethnic inner city and rural

areas. What is more, trading voluntary organisations are also discussed in the context of social enterprise,

i.e., organisations which have moved towards a service providing role and adapted their activities to the

requirements of the ‘contract culture’, including increased professionalisation (ibid., p.256-257).

The concept of social enterprise has emerged as a means of helping us to understand the extent of the

overlap between co-operatives and mutuals and the voluntary and community sector (Westall 2005,

p.79). It is also a term that is used to capture ‘new models of socially oriented businesses that come from

neither tradition but rather focus directly on using market activities to achieve social or environmental

objectives’ (ibid., p.71). There are different definitions of social enterprise, but at the most basic level

Spear (2001, p.254) argues that the idea of social enterprise is underpinned by the idea that a trading

entity serves a ‘social purpose’. This is the essence of the definition drawn by Westall (op. cit.) from the

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI):

‘Social enterprises are businesses with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are principally 

reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather than being driven by the 

need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners’.

Implications for community development
Westall (2005, p.72; p.77) argues that community activity is ‘often the unseen and uncounted seedbed

for future charity, social enterprise, co-operative and even business activity’. Indeed, within the global

policy framework the potential role for co-operatives in addressing issues such as poverty to social

inclusion has been acknowledged (Wilson 2005).

As such, organised forms of mutual aid have the potential to make a particular contribution to community

development and to civil society:

Lessons from some social enterprises, particularly mutual and co-operative practice, can create new 

spaces for civil renewal and active citizenship. They can also show ways for people to participate 

that go beyond volunteering in the form it is usually understood and which incorporate and recognise

the value of reciprocity and mutuality as well as new models of giving, such as social investment.

(Westall 2005, p.73)

4. Organised Mutual 
Aid and Social Enterprise
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Organised mutual aid has a potentially positive contribution to make to community development.

However, it should also be noted that some forms of organised mutual aid, notably established

forms such as co-operatives still face the challenge of overcoming the stereotype that they are

an organisation of times past. They need to better articulate and demonstrate their contribution

to civil society and the development of social capital. In this regard, a better understanding of how

to harness and cultivate the interests of their members is particularly important (Wilson 2005). The

relationship between organised forms of mutual aid and communities is important, but there is another

dimension to the activities of forms of organised mutual aid which tends to dominate discussions: the

relationship between organised mutual aid and the market.

Boundary issues: civil society and the market

When examined from the point of view of the development of civil society, social enterprises raise

questions about relationships between civil society organisations and the market. These questions are all

the more important when considered against the background of an increase in calls for greater social

investment (see Brophy 2005, p.103-113). Specifically, the issue is whether social enterprises can act as

a force to bring about market change? Westall (2005, p.72) notes how some social enterprises, including

co-operatives seek to situate themselves as part of the business sector so as to act as ‘alternative

business models’. For example, Spear (2001, p.261) cites some examples of ethical trading organisations

as social enterprises, such as Tradicraft, a Christian non-profit enterprise which sells goods that are

imported from the developing world via their network of volunteers and charity shops.

This particular example is of interest. Westall argues that some organisations which prefer the label

‘ethical business’ as opposed to social enterprise represent ‘hybrids with the market’. These entities pose

a particular challenge in delineating the boundaries between civil society and the market:

The hybrids with the market, particularly those that are engaging with forms of social investment by 

individuals or financial organisations (Café Direct’s ethical share issue, for example), pose challenges

for any attempt to demarcate territory on the basis of a focus on ‘not-for-profit’ or in the case of   

co-operatives, ‘not-for-private-profit’. (Westall 2005, p.74).

In addition to seeking to alter the functioning of the market, organised forms of mutual aid may also

emerge as an alternative to conventional market practices. For example, in the UK, Local Exchange

Trading Systems (LETS) advocate barter system based on the exchange of goods or services between

individuals. A study by Williams et al. (2001, cited in Burns et al. 2004, p.103) found that twenty-five per

cent of LETS members indicated that their key motivation for joining was ‘an act of resistance to various

mainstream ‘others’ such as capitalism, materialism, globalisation and the profit motive’. They also

underlined their objective for work to serve a social purpose and their objective of developing alternative

ways of making a living outside of conventional employment.

Organised mutual aid and community development
For example, in the Republic of Ireland, credit unions as a form of organised mutual aid have 

played a key role in community development. Byrne et al illustrate how in many rural 

communities credit unions now play a vital role where local services, including banking services,

have been in decline. Since 1990, out of the 29 credit unions that have been set up in Ireland,

18 were established on the initiative from within communities in order to address emerging 

gaps in financial services in rural areas. As independently-financed and organised institutions,

they stand in contradiction to the situation of many organisations from the voluntary sector 

which find themselves increasingly dependent on the state. Clearly, as this study of rural credit 

unions indicates, their primary goal is related to the provision of a financial service to the 

community. However, credit unions may often widen their role and become engaged in activities 

such as local job creation or sponsoring local events. They may also of course serve as a forum 

for informal social interaction.

Source: Byrne et al. 2004
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The problems of marking out clear boundaries between social enterprise and market activity suggest

that the idea of what constitutes social purpose is not as clear cut as Spear (2001, p.254) appears to

suggest. With the continued proliferation of social enterprises – including the creation of Community

Interest Companies (CICs) by the government – the diversity of forms that social enterprise takes has

led to some debate about how it can best be ‘labelled’, or rather, in which ‘sector’ it can be situated.

Overall, the plethora of organisations that now engage in social enterprise suggests that mapping the

scale, organisation, objectives of these organisations will continue to be fundamental to research in the

near future. These issues are important but they are also underpinned by more fundamental questions

about how civil society interacts with the market. It has been noted that this is a theme that is

underdeveloped in the analysis of civil society, particularly when compared with the extensive literature

on relations between civil society and the state (see Howell and Pearce 2002, Chapter 4). However,

social enterprise clearly brings this theme to the fore and raises complex questions about the types of

opportunities and tensions that are likely to arise as many organisations permeate the boundaries

between civil society and the market.
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5. Religion and Civil Society: Faith
Based Organisations (FBOs)
The nature of the relationship between religion and civil society raises questions about the concept of civil

society and, indeed, about theories of civil society. Religious organisations are included explicitly into

definitions of civil society and religion is situated within the public sphere of civil society, ‘both as important

for understanding contemporary religion itself and as a force resisting the domination  of social life by the

functional imperatives of state and market …’ (Casanova 1994, p.229, cited in Herbert 2003, p.61).

Herbert, however, suggests that religion has in many respects been sidelined in theories of civil society.

For instance, he posits that the contribution of religion to the role of civil society in processes of

democratisation has not received sufficient attention (2003, p. 63-71). Moreover, he states that ‘the role of

religion appears to have been marginalized in conventional accounts of the public sphere’ (ibid., p.96).

In part, the explanation for the traditional marginalisation of religion in theories of civil society can be

traced back to the earliest writings of Locke, Ferguson and Hobbes: voluntary action was viewed as a

means of maintaining cohesiveness in society in the face of the apparent decline of traditional structures

of authority. Religion was viewed as part and parcel of these established – and hierarchical – structures –

in opposition to, rather than as a part of civil society. It is only recently that such underlying presumptions

have been challenged (Herbert 2003, p.71) – though in the Irish context, it may be argued that such

perceptions remained relevant until relevantly recently (see Powell and Geoghegan 2004, Chapter 2).

Affiliation
There is no doubt that the decline of religious affiliation is a feature of modern society in the UK and

Ireland. However, there has been some debate about whether this reflects the decline in membership

experienced in other organisations, for example, trade unions, or whether it signifies a broader decline in

belief as such (Cameron 2005). For instance, Johnston and Jowell (2001, p.179) found that the

percentage of people who do not profess an identity with any religion grew from 31 per cent in 1983 to

40 per cent in 2000. For those who did declare a religious affiliation, the same percentage (19 per cent)

indicated that they attended a religious service at least once a week – the same figure as in 1983. The

study also found that ‘a half of this group attends religious services less often than once a year’ (ibid.).

Even in Northern Ireland, in the 2001 census 13.9 per cent of respondents stated that they had no religion

– compared to just 2 per cent in the census of 1961. In the 2004 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey,

11.5 per cent of respondents stated that they were religious ‘independents’ (Mc Allister 2005). Patterns of

church attendance are also in decline: people tend to attend less frequently than before, i.e., once a

month or less, rather than weekly or more frequently. Moreover, these patterns of decline are most marked

among Catholics – though more Catholics have retained their religious affiliation whilst Protestants tend to

defect from their religion altogether. Though McAllister does not suggest that the influence of religion over

politics in Northern Ireland is likely to dissipate, he does posit that his findings ‘provide strong support for

the interpretation that political disaffection is driving secularisation’ (ibid.).

Powell and Geoghegan’s (2004) research corroborates the decline in the presence of religious in

community development in Ireland, despite their traditional involvement in establishing and

managing many organisations. This decline does not appear to be lamented by the participants in their

research, though it is also noted that, for some activists, religion is still a motivating factor for getting

involved in community development.

Faith and policy
In recent years policymakers have given greater consideration to the role of religion, particularly in a

multicultural society. In relation to Northern Ireland, Hamilton (2002, p.5) noted how a Department of

Education document which focused on ‘harnessing the energies of young people’ did not make any

reference to a role for Churches in the implementation of the proposed policy: he believes they were

considered ‘irrelevant’ if not ‘invisible’ to policymakers. However, Smith (cited in Lukka and Locke 2003)

pinpoints the recent emergence of a ‘policy discourse’ which acknowledges and seeks to encourage the

involvement of faith based groups in their communities. Similarly, Finneron and Dinham (2002, p.13) note

how in 2002, the Local Government Association acknowledged the distinctiveness of faith groups within

the VCS as well as the ‘valuable contribution’ they have to make ‘in building a sense of local community
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and in renewing civil society’.15 These are important developments, but as Lukka and Locke (2003)

underline, our understanding of the ‘actual nature’ of faith based groups is under-explored, as is

perhaps the different ways in which faith based groups contribute to community development

and civil society more broadly.

Faith and community
Focusing on the decline of religious affiliation risks undermining the importance of religion within

particular groups and the impact this has on civil society. This is a criticism which Modood (1999, cited

in Farnell 2001, p.269) makes of those who analyse difference and multiculturalism. He argues that there

is a tendency to sideline the importance of religious groups despite the fact that ‘ethno-religious groups

are the most populous of the new minorities in Britain … and are an important form of minority identity

and culture’.

From the research that has been carried out, we know that faith groups can contribute to their

communities in specific ways, which have been associated with community development and indeed,

civil renewal. What is more, the physical presence of faith buildings provide the supporting infrastructure

to facilitate many of these activities (see, Finneron and Dinham 2002).
� Religious groups act as a catalyst for the formation of the networks that underpin formal and 

informal mutual aid.
� They also act as welfare service providers, for example, day centres, lunch clubs, youth work.
� Faith groups have also engaged in community enterprise activity, e.g. via the establishment of 

credit unions and local exchange trading scheme.
� Representatives of different faiths participate in partnership structures, which often feed into policy 

making processes.
� Faith groups may form a basis for ‘community organising’: for example, around a particular issue 

or shared concern with the aim of bringing about change. (Farnell and Sarkis 1999, cited in 

Farnell 2001, p.267-269)

The extent to which a sense of collective identity around religion can serve as a mobilising force in

societies is evident in accounts of the activism of British Muslims in Bradford (Herbert 2003, p.171-196).

From the 1960s onwards, the community organised campaigns against issues ranging from the bussing

of school children out of predominantly ethnic minority areas to predominantly white areas, to, the

removal of a head teacher who had written offensive articles in the media regarding Asian and Afro-

Caribbean cultures. In many respects, the protests and events surrounding the Satanic Verses represent a

turning point from a confrontational style of action to one which awards more importance to debate and

more organised forms of representation.

The Satanic Verses controversy is perhaps illustrative of one of the key challenges that a multicultural

society poses for civil society; namely that ‘empirical civil society contains groups with diverse moral

visions’ – and not only diverse interests (see, ibid., p.80). At the same time, it also somewhat contests

arguments that Islam is incompatible with democracy and civil society (See Gellner 1994, cited in, op.

cit., p.75-76). The potential for such controversy extends beyond campaigning and advocacy roles by

faith based groups, as Deakin (2005, p.27) suggests:

The incorporation of voluntary bodies into policy making and delivery also raises issues around the 

status of faith-based bodies, which are likely to be authentically representative of their communities 

but also to promote a very specific set of interests which may well have controversial implications for

the [voluntary and community] sector.

Studies have begun to examine the ‘opportunities and challenges’ which faith communities face in the

delivery of services (for example, Harris et al’s (2005) study of the Jewish community). In terms of

challenges, the allocation of resources by public authorities, and competition for resources among

voluntary and community groups has the potential to widen existing societal divisions and create new

ones, ultimately to the detriment of the nature of association and the quality of relations between

individuals and groups in civil society. To illustrate this point, Herbert (2003, p.85), draws upon

Baumann’s research in Southall, West London:
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In Southall … the fact that public resources are, as the word goes, targeted at cultural communities 

leads to a political scene in which the common good is seen as a competition of any one community

with [every] other community … In the process, every minority has to struggle against all others and

each of them becomes a community of disappointment and suspicion that complains that some 

other community is getting a better deal while the common good gets nowhere (1999, p.124).

Finneron and Dinham (2002, p.10) note that ‘faith communities often include people who are effectively

excluded by other forms of organisation and whom the statutory and even voluntary services find hard to

reach’, which includes ‘many members of black and minority ethnic groups’. Thus, in terms of their

contribution to civil renewal, the analysis of faith communities may also provide important insights into the

needs of the black and ethnic minority communities. Wilding et al. (2004, p.179-189) show that the

Black and Ethnic Minority (BME) Sector is dominated by faith groups, with ‘faith’ constituting the principal

area of activity for a most BME groups. As a sector, the key challenges facing BME organisations centre

on financial sustainability for the long term, and building capacity, particularly in areas such as leadership,

broadening their representation on different types of bodies and access to information and

communication technology (ibid.) The challenge for government – and for the communities

themselves - is to ensure that the informal networks and structures which appear to form a

bedrock of support in faith communities are not undermined by the challenges which more

formal organisations must address, nor by decisions to assume new roles, for example, by

cultivating relations with public bodies.

Faith communities and social capital
In the UK, some efforts have been made to explore the relationship between faith communities and social

capital. Studies of the Jewish and Christian faiths posit that faith communities are fundamental to the

cultivation of ‘virtue’ and to the generation of social capital for civil society (Sacks 1992, 1999 and Gill

1992, 1999 respectively, cited in Herbert 2003, p.91). Gill’s research explored links between church

attendance and how this affects moral attitudes, expressions of altruism and participation in private

voluntary organisations:

Gill found a statistically significant correlation between participation in voluntary service groups 

(VSGs) and church-going. Thus 27 per cent of members of VSGs were weekly church goers 

(compared with 11 per cent of the total sample), 42 per cent attended church at least monthly 

(compared with 18 per cent) and only one-third reported they never attended church (compared

with two-thirds of the total) (ibid.)

The assessment of volunteering, often used as a measure of social capital, among faith communities

requires researchers to be ‘sensitive to different notions of volunteering and different expressions of

community involvement’ (Lukka and Locke 2003, p.19). ‘Volunteering’ among members of faith

communities may not always be formal; it may not always be initiated by organisations, but rather by

local groups or congregations and it is not at all uniform. Thus, there is also scope for overlap between

ideas of what constitutes mutual aid and what constitutes volunteering. These conceptual difficulties

notwithstanding, the data available on volunteering within faith communities helps us to better

understand the extent and nature of the interaction between individuals, and the implications this has 

for communities (ibid.).

Although the study by Lukka and Locke is not about the relationship between faith communities

and social capital per se, there is an underlying question of whether volunteer activity among

faith communities has the potential to generate bonding or bridging forms of social capital.

On the one hand, Lukka and Locke (ibid., p.41-42) suggest that some people are motivated to volunteer

by ‘a form of cultural bonding’ that gives them the opportunity to interact with other members of their

community, to assist in the upkeep of places of worship and to act together to address problems.

On the other hand, there is some evidence of faith-based community groups working together on

particular initiatives or projects. These networks are normally formed via personal links and/or

connections with an organisation, group or network that provides services for that faith community 
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or one which the faith community is receiving help from – though links with the VCS remain

underdeveloped (op. cit., p.53). This is a key issue in the analysis of the role of faith based groups in

Northern Ireland. As Bacon (2001, p.5) argues, both the Protestant and Catholic communities have each

developed a ‘social service infrastructure’ which has created high levels of cohesiveness within

communities, though not between communities:

There is a high level of intra-community trust within each of the two communities which has 

notoriously generated a similar level of intercommunity distrust and intolerance.

In the post Good Friday Agreement context, the challenge for faith communities is to overcome these

entrenched divisions and foster better links between the two communities. Bacon’s research suggests that

some groups have been most successful in reaching out to what may be called ‘non-denominational’

actors, such as employers and statutory agencies, rather than to other faith based communities per se.

Summary
It is clear that the contribution of religion to civil society has received more attention in both research and

policy circles in recent years. However, there is still much work to be done. In 2001, Farnell (2001, p.270)

set out a research agenda, framed by four questions. Although they specifically relate to community

regeneration, they highlight the types of issues to be explored in relation to the role and contribution of

faith groups to civil society. These questions still appear worthy of investigation across the five jurisdictions

included in this study:
� What are faith communities doing in the struggle against exclusion and what is their role in relation 

to regeneration [and/or civil renewal] initiatives? 
� What are the barriers to the participation of faith communities in regeneration [and/or civil renewal] 

and how might they be overcome? 
� What is the particular contribution that faith groups can make to tackling social exclusion and 

building social capital? 
� What are the problematic issues for faith communities as they define them?
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6. Trade Unions and
Civil Society
In recent years, the story of trade unions in the UK has been one of stalwarts in decline. The weakening

of trade unions is associated with the rise of neo-liberalism and, specifically with the introduction of:
� Legal restrictions on the power of trade unions within places of work which put employers in a 

stronger position and curtailed the trade unions’ ability to call for industrial action.
� The ‘deregulation’ of the labour market, for example, via actions such as privatisation, the 

introduction of competitive tendering for services that were previously public services and the 

erosion of certain legal employment rights related to job security.
� Unions and employers were no longer part of deliberations regarding social and economic policy.

(Cradden 2004, p.81).

The history of Irish trade unions in recent years is marked by a desire to learn lessons from the UK, in the

sense that Irish trade unions wished to avoid the same fate as their British counterparts. The positioning

of Irish trade unions is framed by the gradual move away from the collective free bargaining of the early

years of the Irish Free State (which made a brief re-appearance in the early 1980s), to various

arrangements, generally influenced by corporatism, from the ‘national understandings’ of the 1970s, to

the current social partnership framework that is in place today (ibid., p.85-98). Monitoring the British

situation, the initial involvement of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) in the beginnings of the

social partnership in 1987 was motivated by the need to create ‘a defence against neo-liberal policies of

deregulation, privatisation an union marginalisation’ (see, D’art and Turner 2005, p.121-122). Although

social partnership ensures that trade unions have a clear status and input into decisions about the future

of the country, trade unions also face salient challenges in a broader, sometimes hostile, environment.

In the literature about trade unions in the UK and Ireland, two common themes stand out: first,

patterns of declining membership – and recognition and, second, the prevalence of partnership

arrangements between trade unions and employers at company level. These partnerships shed

some light on the changing nature of the role of trade unions in the workplace in recent years. In relation

to the Republic of Ireland, the analysis of the role of trade unions is predominantly focused on their role

within the context of the social partnership or within partnerships at the ‘micro-level’. In relation to the

UK, there are signs of a shift towards giving more consideration to the existing and potential role of trade

unions in civil society – moving the focus beyond the realm of industrial relations per se.

Membership
From one perspective, trade unions may be regarded as ‘self-serving’ given that their main purpose is to

defend and promote their members. From a broader perspective, it can be posited, as trade unions have

argued, that their ability to defend their members’ interests ‘demands a long-term struggle for a social

and a political context at national and international levels that is favourable to the well-being of people

and society as a whole’ (Spooner 2004, p.19). This ‘struggle’ has often characterised itself in the form of

popular mobilisation ranging from the origins of the Labour movement in established democracies to the

role of Solidarity in bringing about the downfall of the communist regime in Poland.

As stated above, in the UK, in recent years, the decline of trade unions has been a key theme. As Terry

(2003a, p.459) argues:

The statistics of union decline in the United Kingdom are familiar, depressingly so to those who hold 

a strong trade union movement to be a central guarantor of economic and industrial democracy.

For example:
� In their study of the ‘robustness’ of civil society in the UK, Johnston and Jowell (2001, p.179-180) 

found that membership of work-related organisations, such as Trade Unions is in decline.
� Between 1979 and 1998, there was a fall in membership from 12.6 million to 7.1 million (and 

below this figure by 2000) (Waddington and Kerr 2000, p.231, cited in Terry 2003a).
� There has been a particular decline in union membership in the private sector: although over half 

of all employees were members of unions in 1980, this had fallen to a quarter by 1998. In the 

public sector, between 1980 and 1999, the fall in membership was from 84 per cent to 

approximately 60 per cent of employees.
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� The 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey found that unions were not present in two-thirds 

of private sector workplaces, with only one in four having a recognised union (Cully et al. 1999,

cited in Terry 2003b, p.487).
� Perhaps more troubling is the same survey’s finding(s) that employees did not generally believe 

that unions had any impact on their work environment. By the same token, managers did not 

perceive unions to form any type of restriction on the organisation of work practices. (Terry 2003a,

p.459-460; Terry 2003b, p.487).

The figures for Northern Ireland, in contrast to both the United Kingdom and the Republic of

Ireland suggest a much more optimistic scenario in this respect. Trade union density in Northern

Ireland is higher than in the UK overall: in 2000, it stood at over 40 per cent in Northern Ireland, whereas

the figure for the UK was 31.7 per cent (McCartan 2005, p.57).

In the case of the Republic of Ireland, Teague notes that the trade union sector has been subject to some

restructuring since the 1980s. SIPTU was formed in 1989, following a merger of several unions and by

1999 its membership was 226,659, which according to Teague (2002, p.18) ‘amounted to just over 45

per cent of the membership of trade unions that hold negotiating licences’. In terms of membership of

trade unions overall, D’Art and Turner (2005, p.122) state that:
� There has been an increase in union membership by 14 per cent between 1990 and 2000.
� However, there has been a decline in union density, particularly in the private sector. In the public 

sector, Mc Ginely (1997, cited in D’Art and Turner ibid.) estimated union density to be around 80  

per cent. D’Art and Turner estimate that union density in the private sector has fallen from 40 per 

cent to 23 per cent between 1990 and 2002. Various other estimates are evident in the literature.

For example, Teague (2002, p.18) argues that trade union density levels have decreased from 48 

per cent in 1983, to around 35 per cent in 1999. Since the beginning of the current social 

partnership arrangements, there has been a small fall in trade union density from 43.8 per cent to

35 per cent.
� Along with SIPTU, IMPACT AND MANDATE are the largest trade unions: they encompass 59 per 

cent of total trade union membership.

What role for trade unions?
In recent years, trade unions in particular have faced the dual task of reassessing their role in (civil)

society, and the way in which they relate to government and business.

According to Ewing (2005) trade unions serve five main functions: a service function, a representation

function, a regulatory function, a government function and a public administration function. However,

trade unions find that they are increasingly being ‘co-opted’ by government into consultations about

policy development or legislation. They have seen an expansion of their service and public administration

functions, to the detriment of their traditional functions, notably the representation of their members in the

workplace (Ewing 2005). A change of focus has the potential to improve the role of trade unions in civil

society (see below), but the question of what is driving their agenda deserves further exploration.

In terms of defining their role, trade unions in the Republic of Ireland have to face the increasing problem

of gaining recognition in the first place. Drawing upon Salamon (2000, p.189), D’Art and Turner (2005,

p.122-123) define union recognition as: ‘the formal acceptance by management of a trade union(s) as

the representative of all, or a group of, employees for the purposes of jointly determining their terms and

conditions of employment’. Clearly, the lack of recognition of trade unions by employers is detrimental to

their representation role. However, it may also be at the root of declining trade union memberships given

that some people have argued that recognition is a ‘key determinant of union growth’ (ibid., p.123). D’Art

and Turner’s survey of 82 union officials showed that:
� In the previous five years the respondents had been party to over 600 recognition cases; only four 

of the respondents had not been involved in any such cases.

38

Democracy and Civil Society Programme

C10263_Carnegie_A4_Report  1/6/06  9:27 am  Page 38



39

For the Common Good? The Changing Role of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland

� Having asked respondents to state the response of the employer in the most recent four cases in 

which the respondents had been involved, the analysis found that out of a total of 219 cases, 141 

cases (64 per cent) the employer did not wish to recognise the union.
� On a more optimistic note, the analysis of results of the most recent recognition cases showed 

that 46 per cent of cases were successful in ensuring recognition of the trade union by 

the employer.

There is also a link between the challenges of achieving recognition and the attitude of Multi-National

Corporations (MNCs) towards trade unions. MNCs no longer show a willingness to respect existing

industrial relations practices in their “host” countries. Rather, MNCS, particularly those of American origin,

fail to recognise trade unions: a study by Gunnigle (1995) established that between 1987 and 1992, four

out of the 27 American medium to large companies that were set up on Irish Greenfield sites were willing

to give recognition to a trade union (cited in Turner et al. 2002). Perhaps of more particular concern is the

fact that, on the one hand, some domestic companies have sought to emulate such practices and, on the

other hand, agencies responsible for attracting these companies to Ireland have given them free reign to

decide whether or not they recognise unions (ibid., p.126). Of course, it is also important to state that

although this is a problem that has particular resonance in the Irish context, it is not exclusive to it and is

relevant to the UK and other European countries too (for a comparative European analysis, see Turner et

al., 2002, p.127-139).

Given that what trade unions do is fundamental to their legitimacy within society and,

particularly within civil society, in both the UK and the Republic of Ireland they face a particular

challenge of defining their role ‘on their own terms’. The articulation of a legitimate role in such a

challenging, if sometimes hostile environment is not helped by the poor levels of membership. In this

regard, one factor which suggests a need for some “soul searching” among trade unions is the

possibility that the decline in members is also due to ‘a lack of employee demand’ – something which

was suggested by the Irish Business and Employers Confederation in 2003 (D’Art and Turner 2005,

p.134). Against this background, it is not surprising that a form of partnership with employers has come

to be associated with re-establishing the presence of trade unions and, ultimately, boosting numbers

of members.

Partnerships
The term ‘partnership’ has been used to depict the nature of relations between trade unions and

employers in recent years. In Ireland, the emphasis on partnership between trade unions and businesses

at the organisational level emerged out of the social partnership agreements which sought to facilitate

and encourage the development of ‘micro-partnerships’ between employers, employees and their

representative bodies. In the Republic of Ireland, the literature largely appears to focus on gathering and

examining evidence of this ‘evolving model of industrial relations practice’ (for example, McCartan 2005;

Teague 2002., p.21-28).

In the UK, partnership appears to have generated much more heated debate. Partnership represents a

move from a militant strategy whereby trade unions assume a stance in opposition to employers,

to one where trade unions assume a more consultative role with employers and are involved in

decision-making processes at managerial level. Northern Ireland appears to be the exception to the

norm in this respect. McCartan (2002, p.57) argues that:

‘Perhaps with its roots in socio-economic diversity, there has existed for many years a broad 

consensus in favour of less adversarial industrial relations … Co-operation between the trade unions

and employer organisations on matters of mutual concern has been a regular feature, and it occurs 

at different levels, from province-wide to the individual workplace.

The Northern Irish experience notwithstanding, in the UK, the implications that these partnership

arrangements have had for trade unions has been the focus of much discussion (see Terry 2003a; Terry

2003b; Ackers and Payne 1998). From the point of view of establishing the role and contribution of trade
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unions to civil society, the emergence of these partnership arrangements is particularly interesting from the

following perspective: have they involved the ‘capitulation’ or the ‘renaissance’ of trade unions? (see Terry

2003a):

The underlying question, of course, is the extent to which the expression and mobilization of 

collective action, long accepted (in theory) as the legitimate underpinnings of effective collective 

bargaining relationships, are compatible with the approach and structures of partnership (ibid., p.467).

For critics, such as Kelly (1999, cited in Terry op. cit.), partnership represents the ‘co-optation’ of trade

unions by employers and, as such, threatens the independence of trade unions. However, more optimistic

assessments suggest that partnerships represent an opportunity for a trade union to (re-)establish its role

in the workplace and thus to (re-)legitimise its presence and its role(s). This scenario found support among

the leadership of the TUC in the 1990s (see Ackers and Payne 1998, p.538).

In effect, support for partnership involves a trade-off for trade unions: they sacrifice their scope

for independent and indeed, militant action in favour of a role which ensures that trade unions

have a recognised presence in workplaces.

Clearly, this new positioning of trade unions in the workplace opens up questions of what trade unions are

for? For instance, Terry (op. cit., p.470) argues that one of the likely implications of partnership is that

‘shopfloor unionism’ will be less influenced by the priorities of trade union members. However, the security

of employment and pay arrangements which, it is argued, partnerships aim to ensure are likely to ‘offset

such pressures’. In this case, there is no doubt that trade unions are reduced to the role of ‘intermediaries’

between employer and employee, rather than as a mobilising force for their members’ interests. If this is

the ‘price’ that trade unions must incur to ensure a substantive presence in the workplace in the long-

term, then the debate about what this means for trade unions, not only as member-based organisations,

but as civil society organisations is likely to continue.

The changing context: opportunities and challenges
There are indications that constitutional changes such as devolution, and also regionalism have created

opportunities for civil society organisations – trade unions in particular - to engage with new issues.

Indeed, in Scotland there have been calls for trade unions to take better advantage of the potential for

change devolution offers (Irvine 2005, p.24-25). This suggests an opportunity for the expansion of some of

the trade unions’ traditional functions (see, Ewing, 2005), as well as being indicative of how trade unions

can better engage with civil society. Indeed, for some commentators, the ‘renewal’ of trade unions can only

occur if trade unions seek to ‘build progressive alliances for economic and social justice with local and

regional community interests’ (Wills 2001, cited in Pike et al. 2004). In this way, trade unions can also

have the opportunity to demonstrate that they not only serve their members’ interests but have a broader

contribution to make to society too.

The study of the role of the Northern branch of the Trades Union Congress (NTUC) illustrates the challenges

for trade unions presented by the opportunities for involvement in development and governance at the

regional and local levels (Pike et al. 2004, p.106-114). These challenges include:
� Trade unions need to demonstrate that they are serious and effective actors in the regional and local

context. They can achieve this in various ways. For example, they can show that they are able to 

deliver on government policy objectives, which may lead to both ‘recruitment and renewal’. They 

may play the role of co-ordinator of various interests, for example, from the voluntary and 

community sector, with a view to ensuring their input into the development of a distinctly regional 

agenda – a role which the NTUC has embraced.
� However, trade unions need to ensure that they have the capacity to cope with new roles. NTUC has 

undergone a number of reforms to its internal operations and governance to ensure that it does not 

become overburdened.
� The NTUC serves as a model for how trade unions can increase their role in systems of governance 

through their involvement in economic and social strategies at the regional level. In this way, trade 

unions can further their own interests as well as those of the locality or region. For example, the 
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response of the NTUC to the Regional Development Authority’s Regional Economic Strategy not only 

underlined what the NTUC thought was best for the regional economy, it also set out the potential 

contribution that trade unions could make to the achievement of the economic plans for the region.
� Reflecting the work of the TUC in workplace training and education, NTUC has developed a key role 

in education and training, for example, via the creation of a regional Education, Learning and 

Skills Forum.
� Finally, NTUC has taken a leading role in gathering evidence and leading the debate to support the 

case for the establishment of a North East Regional Assembly. Increasing stakeholder involvement in 

the regions finds valuable support from the NTUC, which advocates the development of a key role   

for stakeholders in the initiation, formulation and scrutiny of policy within the regions.

The experience of the NTUC illustrates how trade unions – and other civil society organisations – can

shape a new role for themselves within the broader context of an agenda that has been driven by

government. The support for regionalism within the New Labour government since 1997 (Tomaney 2002)

has created new opportunities for trade unions which, in turn, have created openings for trade unions to

reconsider and expand the nature and extent of the role that they can fulfil in relation not only to members,

but vis-à-vis new governance arrangements and civil society more broadly. These opportunities also bring

certain challenges too. In particular, the NTUC experience demonstrates how a regional or local presence

for trade unions is vital to their integration into existing arrangements and to their engagement with other

actors, notably civil society organisations (see Pike et al. 2004, p.113). In terms of research, the story of

the NTUC begs wider questions about the extent and nature of the impact of new regional structures on

the role of trade unions in other regions, and of course, whether devolution has had a noticeable effect on

the activities of trade unions in Scotland and Wales.
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In recent years, there has been a pronounced trend in the rise of non-institutional forms of civil society

which have been characterised by Milner (2003) as follows:
� Lacking in formal structure, organisation or permanence.
� Made up of coalitions, networks and loosely tied groups of individuals, or conglomerates of groups.
� Information Communication Technology (ICT) plays a key role, whilst websites (for example,

SchNEWS) provide some sort of formal organisation.
� Many groups are formed in opposition to, or in support of, a particular issue.
� Direct Action also features prominently.

Forms of public protest which represent these non-institutional forms of civil society have had an impact

in a range of areas including: animal welfare, anti-capitalism and globalisation, the environment and

transport, farming and the countryside, racial discrimination, social policy and welfare, vigilantism,

weapons of destruction, ethical consumerism, right to information and privacy, public housing, use of

drugs, campaigns for peace.

There are also organisations which combine the characteristics of traditional pressure groups with social

movements, along the lines of the professional protest organisations identified by Diani and Donati (1999,

p.17, cited in Lusoli and Ward 2003, p.3). These organisations, like the Countryside Alliance, for example,

may represent an amalgamation of ‘professional activism, mobilisation of financial resources [and include]

confrontational tactics among its tactical options’ (Lusoli and Ward 2003).

Modern day protests tend to be ‘citizen oriented’ and ‘elite challenging’ rather than a challenge

to the political regime per se. (Dalton 2004 cited in Milne 2005, p.16). Similarly, Powell and

Geoghegan (2004, p.187) argue that in the Republic of Ireland community development does not seem

‘to be constructed within a radical discourse’. Most people did not view their work as a way of

challenging shortcomings in society, though some interviewees identified with social movement

campaigns in relation to issues such as globalisation.

For some observers, these trends represent the ‘reclaiming’ of civil society. The notion of reclaiming here

contrasts with concerns within the VCS in the UK and the Republic of Ireland that their independence

has been somewhat compromised by virtue of the links that many organisations have formed with

government, for example, through funding and or the provision of services. The extent to which protest

does aspire to such grand objectives is perhaps questionable, not least given the single-issue focus of

most campaigns and protests and the fact that their duration is sometimes short. Moreover, the fluid and

informal nature of some groups makes any comprehensive assessment of the vitality and scope of these

non-institutional forms of civil society difficult to assess (Milner 2003). However, the analysis of the

emergence of various types of groups which favour some form of direct action over more conventional

forms of advocacy and campaigning provides important insights into:
� The conditions which give rise to the emergence of protest groups.
� The types of strategies that they invoke in order to ensure that they survive in the long-term.
� The potential for such groups to create tensions, or exacerbate divisions within civil society.

Influential conditions
The fuel protests of September 2000 represent one example of non-institutional civil society in action.

To an extent, the fuel protests were spontaneous and motivated by short-term factors, notably the sharp

rise in the price of oil; the relative success of similar protests which had been held in France and the

government’s fiscal surplus, which from the point of view of the protesters meant that it could afford to

meet their demands (Robinson 2002, p. 58-59). However, the short term impetus for the protests was

underpinned by a sense of marginalisation from the policy making process and agenda that had been

festering over the long term within the haulage industry and the agricultural sector. The sense of

disillusionment and alienation felt by some of the protesters is evident in the interview with one of the

leaders of the protest:
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“I’ve spent the last five years in political lobbies not getting anywhere … this protest came about 

because no one was listening … now I believe doors are opening” (Interview with Brynle Williams,

18 November 2000, cited in Doherty et al. 2003, p.11).

Similarly in his study of action taken by Environmental Direct Action against the expansion of a quarry

onto the Ashton Court Estate, a recreational space for local people, Anderson (2004, p.108-109) notes

how people felt disenfranchised and even disillusioned with decision makers, who were perceived to have

prioritised the interests of a company over those of citizens. However, in a combined sense of alienation,

people often find the sort of support and basic camaraderie that was emphasised above in the

Commonwealth Study’s respondents’ visions of the good society (see Section 3.4.2). For example,

Anderson (ibid., p.110-111) also notes how many people who came to the site of protest did so for social

reasons or out of a sense of curiosity, rather than out of a conscious philosophically motivated decision –

though he also notes that these ‘visitors’ often became committed to the cause.

Transformation
The loose structure of groups which come together in order to demonstrate their opposition to, or support

for, a particular issue means that their existence is often transient. However, HACAN ClearSkies (Heathrow

Association for the Control of Aircraft Noise) provides an example of how single-issue groups can engage

in a process of transformation to ensure their long-term survival. It has sought to broaden its appeal and

its remit from its roots as ‘a struggle against airport expansion that was initially confined to a relatively

few affluent Kew residents … [to the] struggle for social justice in poorer communities’ (Griggs and

Howarth 2004, p.194-195). It has attempted to do this by linking the campaign against airport expansion

to the potential negative impact this is likely to have on rural areas, the domestic tourist economy and

even poverty and social exclusion.

The Countryside Alliance (CA) represents an example of how organisations may seek to broaden their

agendas in order to capitalise on the sense of alienation and ‘disenfranchisement’ felt by some of the

population (see Lusoli and Ward 2003, p.2-3). Over the years, CA has expanded its focus from hunting to

other issues, ranging from its involvement and support for the fuel protests, to campaigns against the

decline of public services in rural areas, such as the closure of many post offices. In this way, they have

been able to use perceptions of an increasing divide between urban and rural areas to their advantage:

“Country people feel ignored and that their life and work is something that urban based politicians 

want to do things to, rather than things for. They feel like a colony in their own nation and do not feel

like an equal participant. They have realised that economically they are insignificant but they are not 

prepared to accept that they are politically unimportant.” (Comments made by Richard Burge, CA

Chief Executive on the Liberty and Livelihood March (2002), cited in Lusoli and Ward 2003, p.3) 

Environmental Direct Action (EDA) has also developed but shows how organisations with roots in single

issue campaigns or protests can remain ‘non-institutional’, but still survive over the long term. Born out of

‘anti-nuclear and counter cultural struggles,’ EDA then evolved to become a significant influence on –

if not the leader of – anti-roads campaigns across the UK in the 1990s. It then moved on to embrace a

range of issues including the environmental impact of different forms of travel and transport, and quality

of life issues, such as protests against genetically modified foods and building on green belts. As well as

broadening its focus, EDA evolved into a disparate coalition, united at the very least by a sense of

‘personal responsibility for political action and personalised “ecocentric” values’ (Anderson 2004, p.106-

107; see also Riordan 1981).

Tensions
Loose-based coalitions exacerbate the potential for conflict between groups and it can be difficult to

maintain consensus and a sense of cohesiveness in a situation where interests may be in competition

with each other (on conflicts in relation to the campaign against airport expansion see Griggs and

Howarth 2004, p.193).
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The fact of the matter is that single-issue protests can also be exclusionary in form. What may

have obvious benefits for some groups may be to the equally obvious detriment of others.

For example, Peillon (2002) examines protests in the Republic of Ireland which have sought to exclude

certain categories of people from communities, for example, travellers, asylum seekers, drug dealers,

accommodation for mentally ill patients.

The rhetoric which underpins such protests is rooted in grievance against the public authorities, rather

than the targets of the protest per se. For example, often people are aggrieved that they have not been

consulted by public authorities about certain decisions, or in the case of action against drug dealers, that

problems within their communities have not been addressed. Here, it is once again evident that a sense

of exclusion from decision making processes acts as a motivation for direct action. However, exclusionary

protests may seek to justify – and indeed gain broader support for – their cause via the argument that

they are defending their quality of life. As such, the protests seek to exclude certain groups on the

grounds that it will disrupt this particular ‘community ideal’. Of course, this sense of legitimacy is difficult

to achieve, as is evident in Peillon’s (2002, p.201) assessment of the contradictions that emerged in a

protest against the accommodation of mild mentally ill patients in a particular area:

Not only was the threat to the community not seriously established, but the protest was targeted at a

helpless group who could hardly be held responsible for the threat which its presence was said to 

create. It is probably for this reason that those protestors sought to mobilise another ‘injustice 

frame’: the injustice of not involving the residents in the decision, of not consulting or even informing

them. But to no avail. They enjoyed no legitimacy and their public demeanour, such as hiding 

their faces behind placards when confronted with photographers, clearly demonstrated that they 

knew it.

Summary
First, it is clear that a sense of isolation and exclusion – illustrative of the apparent deficit within civil

society – also act as mobilisers for collective action or even individual participation in campaign or protest

activity. From this perspective, the case studies do represent examples of how individuals seek to

‘reclaim’ civil society by carving out a space for action that is independent of, if not in opposition to state

(and possibly the market). However, the idea that some people seek out friendship and social recreation in

these activities belies a less grand – though equally salient [role for non-institutionalised activity. The

cases discussed also represent different examples of how coalitions of interests can evolve into

more formal or organised entities on the one hand, and on the other create space for contesting

political action and for supportive interaction among peers – both of which underpin the

sustainability of their activity in the long term (on the latter, see Anderson 2004). Finally, however, the

groups also underline the potential for interests to clash in the public sphere to the exclusion rather than

inclusion of some groups. In itself, this represents not only the potential for campaigns and protest to

exacerbate underlying tensions within communities, it is also somewhat representative of the shadowy

side of civil society.

The shadow side
Civil society everywhere is a bewildering array of the good, the bad and the outright bizarre. … 

Recognising that people in any society associate and work together to advance nefarious as well as 

worthy ends is critical to demystifying the concept of civil society (Carothers 1999-2000, p.20).

The notion of civil society possessing a ‘shadow side’ resonates with individuals more than ever in the

post September 11, 2001 world where we are constantly reminded that we are at war with terror. In this

particular respect, fear of the ‘shadow side’ has led to some curtailments of civil liberties by legal

measures which, in turn, raises concerns about the extent to which the state is encroaching upon the

public sphere.
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The shadow side of civil society is also linked with crime and security. In seeking to address crime in civil

society, some authors have called for preventative measures rather than an emphasis on dealing with

re-offenders. This is based on the rationale that the typical profile of a criminal will indicate that he/she is

from a deprived background (Taylor in Green et al., 2005). In this line of argument, crime and the civil

renewal agenda are interlinked.

In this regard, challenging the prevalence of shadow forces in communities is a major challenge for

Northern Ireland. The use of ‘informal justice’ by paramilitaries in loyalist and republican areas in place of

the formal police service is entrenched in some communities (see Monaghan 2002). This helps to create

a climate of fear and intimidation which is detrimental to the development of a healthy civil society

despite the notable role played by the VCS throughout the Troubles. This is also a climate which remains

prevalent today:

On the streets low-level violence – so-called ‘punishment’ attacks by paramilitaries anxious to 

maintain ghetto social control and intercommunal clashes at interfaces – have defied the 

international sense of a ‘done deal’. Instead, police statistics show that the number of shootings 

and bombings had by 2001 roughly returned to ‘pre-ceasefire’ levels (Belfast Telegraph, June 28th 

2002), albeit the intensity of those attacks (and thus the death toll) was still far lower. (Wilson    

2003, p.12.).

Whilst terrorism and crime provide ample illustration of how the shadow side of civil society manifests

itself, it could also be argued that it is endemic in the tensions and divisions which also underpin

communities in the UK and the Republic of Ireland. Faith based communities and Immigrant and Ethnic

Minority Organisations must face the challenge of combating racism and discrimination directly on a daily

basis (see Feldman et al 2005). The exclusionary nature of some protests is also of course illustrative of

the shadow side of collective action, as is the preference some environmental protestors express for

ecotage (see Anderson 2004, p.113-114).

The scope, contours and manifestation of the ‘shadow side’ is clearly an area in need of more careful

unpacking and investigation. Terrorism and crime represent civil society in its nastiest – yet most

sensationalist form. However, any exploration of the shadow side of civil society requires detailed

analysis of how the tensions and divisions that underpin our five jurisdictions contribute to the

expansion of shadowy elements of civil society.

Role of information communication technology (ICT)
In this section, the role of ICTs in civil society is explored as the development of ICTs appears to offer

particular potential for the development of what may be termed the more informal side of civil society.

The information age has created many opportunities for citizens to engage with issues and, indeed, has

potentially given rise to a new type of active citizen:

The tools of digital democracy enable us to become activists with a new flexibility and independence.

Email lists, online petitions, meet-ups and blogs have altered citizens’ expectations of how advocacy 

groups should engage their members. (Miller and Stuart 2004, cited in Griffith et al. 2005, p.36).

However, the potential for ICT to widen and/or deepen participation within civil society is the subject of

much debate.

It has been argued that ICT has the potential to widen participation as it can be used as a tool for the

recruitment of new members to organisations. Moreover, ICTs also create more opportunities for

improving the quality of participation too. Arguments in support of this viewpoint underline how ICTs

provide a forum for individuals to make their opinions known on particular issues with relative ease.

Email, discussion forums and live chatrooms also serve as a virtual venue for informal networking

between participants, for example, email lists can be used to establish contacts between individuals (see

Lusoli and Ward 2003, p.1-2).
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It is also argued that the availability of the opportunities for increased participation does not guarantee

that people will become more active citizens by using the internet to engage their support for particular

issues, or even to engage more with each other and with the government. Curtice and Norris (2004), for

example found that the internet does not lead people to become more politically active. Rather, their

study suggests that it is used for such activities by those who would consider themselves to

have been politically active (for example, as a member of a political party, trade union or

pressure group) before they had access to the internet.

A digital divide?
Access to ICTs as well as skills in using facilities such as the internet also influence the extent to which

the information age has a positive role to play in fostering civil society. Whilst half of the adult population

does not have access to the internet (Bromley 2004), a study by the Office of National Statistics (ONS)

also found that 35 per cent of adults had never used the internet and 44 per cent of adults had no

interests in using it (ONS 2005) (cited in Griffith et al. 2005). In the Republic of Ireland, barriers regarding

the the accessibility of the worldwide web for people with disabilities have also been the subject of

investigation. The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) aim to ensure that websites can be

accessed by as broad a spectrum of users as possible. These guidelines have been internationally

codified since 1999 and endorsed by the European Commission and the Irish National Disability Authority.

However, in a study of 159 Irish organisations’ websites, McMullin (2002) found that:
� 100 per cent failed to meet the WCAG’s guidelines on professional practice regarding standards of 

accessibility; whilst at least 94 per cent failed to meet suggested minimal standards of practice.
� At least 90 per cent also failed to comply with other ‘generic technical standards for 

web inoperability’.

Access to infrastructure and skills in ICT is illustrative of the digital divide, but the accessibility of websites

for people with disabilities raises a whole other set of issues that have the potential to exacerbate already

existing divisions in civil society.

Role and influence of media
The media’s role can be articulated in terms of ‘giving space’ to the coverage of civil society issues.

A study by the NICVA (2005) in Northern Ireland found that the media awards some importance to the

coverage of civil society issues, though political issues do tend to dominate the headlines. This study also

shows how civil society can shape and influence how a story is covered by the media. Notwithstanding

the media’s penchant for the sensational storyline, the NICVA study found that in coverage of hate

crimes, 62 per cent of the news items examined had drawn upon a civil society group or individual as
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ICT and the countryside alliance 
The Countryside Alliance (CA) provides a useful case study of how organisations seek to make

use of the internet and the consequences of this type of strategy. The CA has invested a

substantial amount of time and resources in the development of a supportive infrastructure to

sustain its online activities. Lusoli and Ward’s study of the CA provides some interesting insights

into the impact which ICT can have on the extent and nature of participation. As well has helping

to broaden the profile of its membership, the use of the internet to mobilise support and action

among members appears particularly important. 31 per cent of members surveyed indicated that

the information drawn from the CA website had led them to participate in the London March

(2002). The study also found that the web serves as ‘an important stimulus for individualised

forms of political participation’, for example, writing a letter to politicians and the media. It is less

of a stimulus towards more ‘conventional’ forms of voluntary action such as volunteering and

attending meetings of a local branch. Email emerges as a significant force for mobilisation.

Practically, ‘every other respondent’ indicated that email led them to attend the London March.

One in three also stated that they had attended another rally and one in four had participated in a

campaign as a result of receiving an email from the CA. Email also appears successful in

encouraging people to make their voice heard by contacting various other outlets.

Source: Lusoli and Ward 2003 
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their main source. However, evidence of ‘proactive investigation’ was rather minimal – perhaps

again suggesting how civil society groups must work hard to capture the attention of the somewhat

fickle media.16

In the UK, the media played a significant role and ultimately its support gave legitimacy to the protests.

Doherty et al. (2003) underline three main ways in which the media contributed to the fuel protests:

First, the media served as the medium through which people were made aware of the protests. Some

have also claimed that the transmission of images from the protests in France was a factor that was

influential in bringing about the protests in the first place (see Milne 2005, p.31).

Second, the media acted as a medium between the government and the people: it ensured that the

government was aware of the protestors demands and its polls sought to convey the extent of public

support for the protests.

Third, they portrayed the protestors in a generally positive light which acted further as a way for the

protests to acquire the sympathy of the public.

The case of the fuel protests is illustrative of how ‘press activism’ has ‘helped to foster [or in this case

‘sustain’- albeit for a short period] a new kind of social movement’ in terms of its emphasis on the

mobilisation of support for particular issues (see Milne 2005, p.10). However, as Milne also highlights,

there are potential risks for civil society associated with this trend. It can sometimes appear that there is

a fine line in terms of distinguishing between the press giving coverage or giving sponsorship to an issue.

The type of legitimacy which the press can give to an event such as the fuel protests also raises

concerns about the nature of the potentially excessive influence that the media can have over

the shaping of public opinion. That said, civil society organisations are not the innocent party to this

scenario; it also appears that protests and groups seek to turn this power to their own advantage:

Campaigners need coverage to publicise their grievance – and increase the chance of a quick 

response. Newspapers are in search both of stories to cover and entry-points into political debate.

Taken separately, these goals are wholly legitimate. Taken together, the compound effect may be to 

distort, undermine or paralyse our political culture (ibid., p.59).’

The media occupies an ambiguous place in civil society, if it can be said to occupy a place at all given its

embeddedness in the market. Media support for campaigns such as the fuel protests is not motivated by

a wish to support voluntary action. Rather, it is motivated by market goals; from increased circulation to

selling advertising space. Yet, the market can also place certain constraints on the role of the media too:

a key issue in Ireland is the high concentration of media ownership (Harris et. al. 2005). Combined with

antiquated libel laws, the media does not appear to have the same level of influence in relation to civil

society – but this is also an issue that deserves further investigation. Given the ability of the media to

shape popular discourse and support for single-issues, its support for voluntary action means

that civil society risks crossing the boundaries from the public to the market sphere. The question

of who is driving agendas; how these interact and the consequences for civil society – particularly for the

public space civil society may seek to protect is an important one in today’s world.
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Charity or philanthropy?
In the United States, the terms charity and philanthropy are distinguished from each other: whilst charity

is associated with giving which relieves the symptoms of particular problems, philanthropy is conceived

as a way of addressing the underlying causes. In the UK, although this distinction is not so clear-cut,

philanthropy has come to be associated with giving by the wealthy and the activities of charitable

foundations and trusts. As Anheier and Leat (2002) state – with some exaggeration, they admit:

‘the popular British view is that the rich practise philanthropy while the poor give to charity’.

The broader environment in which British foundations work does not lend itself easily to a distinction

between charity and philanthropy in the American sense. Whilst some foundations seek out innovative

solutions to the root causes of particular problems in societies, others perform a service-providing role,

similar to many voluntary and community organisations. What is more, the tendency to associate

philanthropy with the wealthy has been challenged by the emergence of community foundations across

the UK – thereby suggesting that traditional connotations of charity and philanthropy have also changed

in recent years. It is widely acknowledged that there is an information gap in terms of what we know

about foundations and this is particularly acute in the case of Irish foundations. From what we do know,

distinguishing between the philanthropic and charitable philosophies has little resonance in the Irish

context. However, efforts to promote philanthropy are inevitably underpinned by the development 

of foundations.

All in all, in both countries foundations do perform charitable activities (in the American sense). However,

foundations are also the clearest expression of the extent and nature of philanthropic activity (in the

American sense) too. This is evident in the empirical profiling of foundations in the UK and Ireland.

Foundations in the UK and Ireland: a brief profile
Estimates suggest that there are approximately 9,000 grant making foundations in the UK, which give

approximately £2 billion annually. Table 2 sets out the main types of foundations in the United Kingdom.

Distinctions between the different types of foundation are based on (a) the founder and (b) the general

focus of the foundations, i.e., does it make grants? Does it operate its own programmes and projects?

Does it combine a mix of both? 

8. Philanthropy and
Foundations
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Table 2: Major types of foundations in the United Kingdom

Founder type of Primary Focus
endowment Grant-making Operating Mixed

Private individuals Nuffield Foundation Nuffield 
Foundation

Corporation(s) Allied Dunbar The Fishmongers’ Camelot
Company’s Foundation
Charitable Trust

Government Community Fund Bridge House Westminster
Estates Foundation 

For Democracy

Mixed Sources Charity Know How Mental Health Charities Aid
Foundation Foundation

Community
Foundations

Source: Anheier and Leat (2002)
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Foundation roles
In the twentieth century, foundations based their work on five principles: “doing what the state doesn’t do”

(i.e., where the state did not act or was seen to have a responsibility to act), pump-priming, innovation,

unpopular causes and risk-taking, and the provision of funding in emergencies (Leat 1992). In a recent study

(Leat 2004), most foundations articulated their main role as one of complementing the role of the

government: acting where the government chooses not to act or fails to act.

The government has affected the environment in which foundations function in various ways. First, it created

the National Lottery and the National Lottery Charities Board (now known as the Community Fund) which have

resources at their disposal that far exceed even the most wealthy of foundations in the UK (Leat 2001; 2004).

Second, the restructuring of the welfare state has had a particular impact on the roles of foundations. In an

era of privatisation and the contracting out of (public) services to the VCS, foundations are finding it

difficult to draw a clear line between complementing and substituting the government in the

provision of public services. As one interviewee in Leat’s (op. cit.) study commented:

“We are legally required not to substitute but it’s so grey now and government changes the rules so 

often, so now it’s really hard to find a distinctive role”.

Overall, then, the study showed how the idea of foundations “doing what the state doesn’t do” is growing

more and more difficult for the foundations to articulate in the prevalent policy context.

Foundations as political actors?
Beyond the role of foundations in complementing the government, there has been some debate about

whether, and how foundations can contribute more effectively to the creation of a ‘more socially just society’

(Burkeman 2004; see also Harker and Burkemann 2005). Certainly, Leat’s research also indicates that

innovation and an ability to ‘demonstrate effectiveness’ are goals which many foundations aspire to fulfil.

However, estimates suggest that only three per cent of grants made by foundations are directed towards law,

advocacy and civil society projects (Davies 2004, p.275). The role is one that requires commitment over the

long term, with no guarantees of success, or, indeed, of the foundation having any particular recognition for

success achieved. It is also one that carries potential dangers if foundations seek to fund a specifically

ideologically-driven agenda (the right-wing leaning foundations in the US being a case in point) (op. cit.).

Certain foundations have taken the lead in cultivating this type of role. Davies (2004) examines how through

its funding activities, the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust has been able to influence the legislative and

political agenda. Such influence may entail helping to alter popular opinion rather than the actions of

politicians as such. Davies charts how the JRCT gave vital monetary and moral support to the Campaign for

Freedom of Information (CFI); the campaign for the incorporation by UK law of the European Convention on

Human Rights, and the Democratic Audit. One theme which is common to the three areas examined by Davies

is that it is always difficult to pinpoint the extent and nature of the influence which the JRCT exerted on each

process.This illustrates the types of difficulties foundations encounter in measuring the effectiveness of their

grant-making, but also it raises a broader issue of whether it is necessary to measure their impact on specific

initiatives at all: is the role they play, set within the context of the contribution they seek to make to society not

more important?

Ireland: a brief profile
The profile of foundations in Ireland is much less straightforward. Donoghue (2004) argues that foundations

are not easily distinguished from other non-profit organisations. For example:

The presence of what look like operating foundations but are, in fact, mainly service providing 

voluntary organisations which call themselves foundation[s] in order to engage in fundraising is a 

feature of the foundation landscape in Ireland and deserves recognition.
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In effect, many organisations incorporate the term ‘foundation’ into their title as they believe that it gives

them more prestige for the purposes of fundraising. It is of no consequence to these organisations that

they do not possess many of the characteristics associated with foundations, notably an endowment and

a lack of members. Indeed, some foundations in Ireland are membership-based organisations. Thus,

many grant-making foundations depend on fundraising to support their activities. Not all grant-making

foundations are established based on an endowment.

Foundation roles
Despite the quagmire that any effort to define foundations in Ireland presents, Donoghue estimates that

there are approximately 115 foundations in all. The operating foundations that are included in this

estimate are mainly involved in the areas of education and health (where they tend to be service

providers), whilst some are also active in advocacy and increasing awareness of particular issues (for

example, the Irish Heart Foundation). Given that these roles reflect many of those performed by the

VCS in Ireland, it is not surprising that in interviews conducted by Donoghue with foundation

representatives, many found it difficult to separate the roles of foundations from the roles of the

voluntary and community sector more broadly (ibid.). Overall, the main role associated with all

foundations in Ireland is one where they complement the role of the government, be it through service

provision, running projects or programmes, or making grants to certain activities.

Foundations as political actors?
Some grant-making foundations would like to see foundations become more innovative actors in Irish

society with an ability to affect social and policy change. The potential for Irish foundations to fulfil these

roles is seen to be limited, firstly by their size and resources, and second by legislation which is not

favourable to the greater cultivation of the advocacy activities that are necessary to bring about change.

In Donoghue’s study the Electoral Amendment Act (1997, implemented from 2002) was seen to constrain

such activities among foundations and the non-profit sector more broadly, as a representative of a grant-

making foundation explained:

While designed to keep an eye on political parties, some of its provisions mean the NGOs are 

restricted in their funding. It means that NGOs who engage in lobbying cannot receive funds from 

outside of Ireland, and that donations from within Ireland are limited. … The act defines ‘political 

activity’ in a way which covers most advocacy work carried out by development and human rights 

organisations. Even if only a small part of your organisation’s work counts as advocacy, you are likely

to be covered by the Act’.

The effects of this act, not only on foundations but on the advocacy work of other non-profit organisations

clearly raises an issue worthy of further research as, again it shows how government legislation can

encroach upon the public sphere.

The context for philanthropy
In the UK, total private giving is estimated to amount to approximately £10.2 billion. Data suggest that the

very wealthy from the richest 10 per cent in society give away over one per cent of their wealth (Pharoah

2004, p.277). Beyond the data, a recent study has provided a valuable insight into what motivates

wealthy individuals towards giving. Based on interviews conducted with 76 people of ‘high net worth’

(i.e., between £5m and £100m), Lloyd (2004, p.77-110) found that five key factors provide the rationale

for giving among the wealthy:
� A belief in the cause
� Being a catalyst for change
� Self-actualisation
� Duty and responsibility
� Relationships (for example, with other donors and particular charitable organisations).

Understanding what motivates people to give is fundamental to the promotion of philanthropy generally.

However, the types of frustrations that donors encounter in relation to giving are equally important, as

they may deter others from engaging in this way. For instance, in Lloyd’s study, less than 60 per cent of
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the respondents stated that they were satisfied with the effectiveness of their giving (ibid., p.104). Against

this background, it is not surprising that the ‘search’ for new forms of philanthropic giving have been

prevalent in the UK in recent years.

‘New’ philanthropy
In recent years in the UK, there has been a proliferation of both interest in, and forms of, ‘new’

philanthropy, notably community foundations, venture philanthropy and progressive philanthropy, as

mentioned above. Influenced by developments in the USA, there has been increased interest in venture

philanthropy in recent years in the UK. With its emphasis on factors such as investment, impact, exit

management, risk and mutual learning, venture philanthropy has served to challenge existing

approaches to grant making and underlined the importance of assessing the impact and added

value of grant making (Philanthropy UK 2002). In 2004, there were estimated to be 62 community

foundations in the UK, one of the highest numbers of this type of foundation across Europe, with the

Community Foundation for Tyne and Wear and Northumberland, UK having the largest endowment

(30,748,688 Euro) of all community foundations across 12 European countries (Community Philanthropy

Watch 2004). Community foundations represent obvious opportunities for community development.

However, more research is clearly needed regarding their impact on communities and on the scale and

character of philanthropy in the UK. Community foundations in the USA have been the focus of criticism

(for example, for parochialism and for benefiting the wealthy over the poor as the former have more

capacity to establish these entities in the first place). These criticisms have led to greater emphasis being

placed on community-based philanthropy which is promoted as the antithesis of the negative qualities

associated with community foundations (Anheier and Leat 2002).

Corporate philanthropy and corporate social responsibility (CSR)
Estimates suggest that corporate cash giving amounts to approximately £300m per annum (Pharoah

2004, p.276). However, Pharoah also notes that companies tend to publish the ‘total corporate support

value’ for their giving to charitable purposes, which incorporate gifts in kind and other forms of help

(ibid.). Carrington (2005, p.115) argues that corporate philanthropy is likely to increase in the UK in the

near future, fuelled by factors such as continued demutualisation, changes in ownership and CSR.

He argues that this scenario is also likely to result in:
� more purposeful philanthropy, tied closely in many cases to corporate aspirations and brand links
� employee involvement in CSR
� Expectations that ‘partner’ charities should provide impact data (ibid.).

Whilst increased giving by foundations is likely to be broadly welcomed, working with business evokes a

note of caution amongst some foundations who fear ‘co-optation’ (Leat 2004).

In the Republic of Ireland, corporate foundations are a rare phenomenon: Donoghue (2004) identifies a

single case but beyond its name finds it difficult to find out any more information about the foundation.

However, the foundations in Donoghue’s study indicated that, for the most part they had good relations

with the business world, and there has been some increased debate about corporate social responsibility

in recent years.

Ireland: the challenge of cultivating philanthropy
The need to include and have the input of the VCS in the social partnership arrangements was in part

motivated by the need to address the fact that not all sections of society had benefited from the recent

growth of the economy. This is reinforced by perceptions among community-based activists that the

Celtic Tiger has not benefited those on the margins of society. It is a well told story that the gap between

rich and poor has widened in recent years. Consider the following extract from a recent article:

If the old Ireland was united in poverty, its sudden affluence is anything but reasonably spread.

Just visit the grim housing projects of North Dublin. A report last month from the United Nations 

concluded that the rich-poor gulf in Ireland is among the deepest in the developed world.

(MacDermott, Newsweek, 31 October, 2005)
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These concerns notwithstanding, it is estimated that there are now 15,000 millionaires in Ireland today

and that the Top 100 wealthy people have together an amalgamated wealth of 25 billion euro.17

This scenario provides a backdrop to the observation, raised by Donoghue that despite the healthy state

of personal wealth in recent years, this has not translated into a matched – or notable – increase in

philanthropic giving. If this issue is to be addressed, there is a need to create the proper conditions to

facilitate it. On the part of foundations, this requires action in the form of finding leadership and speaking

with a coherent voice. It also requires some ‘self-reflection’ on what foundations do contribute and more

importantly have the potential to contribute in modern Irish society. On the part of government, the task is

to create an appropriate fiscal and regulatory environment which will both facilitate and encourage

philanthropic giving by wealth individuals and the corporate sector. (ibid.).

Summary
The cultivation of philanthropic giving is a particular challenge for the Republic of Ireland, but one which

resonates throughout the other four jurisdictions too. Understanding why people donate their money to

charitable causes is important in this respect as is the need to explore new ways of encouraging and

facilitating giving. Foundations have a particular role to play too. In Ireland, they face the challenge of

showing what is distinctive about foundations and articulating what their particular contribution to 

society can be. In the UK, despite their more established presence, foundations also face a similar

challenge, which manifests itself in the efforts being made by some foundations to seek out new roles

and challenges.
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9. Regulation and
Accountability
The law and civil society are inextricably linked as the legal and regulatory context has a salient

‘facilitative’ role to play in the development of civil society (O’Halloran 2004). In recent years, there 

have been moves towards the comprehensive review of charitable organisations across all of the five

jurisdictions included in this paper. These reviews appear to have been motivated mainly by a common

concern, namely to ensure that appropriate structures and facilities are in place to enhance the

accountability, transparency and, possibly, the efficiency of charities and the broader not-for-profit sector.

In recent years, the regulation of the ‘not for profit’ sector has been dominated by The Charities Bill in

England and Wales. At the time of writing (January 2006), the Bill is scheduled to be debated in the

House of Commons in 2006, having been passed through the House of Lords.18 The current bill and the

public debate which it has generated are rooted in the publication of the government’s review of the not-

for-profit sector in 2002: Private Action, Public Benefit (PAPB).

Dunn and Riley (2004, p.633-634) identify three key strands to the reforms proposed by PAPB:
� Improving the public accessibility of information about charities via ‘improvements to accounting 

mechanisms, auditing of accounts, completion of externally audited standard information returns 

for the largest charities, and the disclosure of ethical investment practices’.
� Opening up of charitable organisations to examination in accordance with certain pre-ordained 

standards, for example, tests of public benefit (see below) and setting out a new list of 

charitable purposes.19

� Reforming the Charity Commission, the regulatory body, with a view to improving its transparency 

and accessibility to the public.

The regulation of charitable organisations in Ireland (or lack thereof) has recently been reviewed in

Ireland. In the 2002 Programme for Government, a commitment to reform the law on charitable

organisations was made. In 2003, the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs published a

consultation paper on charity law reform to which more than 80 charities, groups of organisations and

professionals responded.20 These responses were then published in a report by an independent expert

in September 2004.21 The Charities Bill is due to be introduced into the Irish Parliament in Spring 2006.

It is expected to address three key issues:
� The provision of a statutory clarification of the common law definition of charity
� Establish a charities register 
� Demand that charitable organisations be more transparent and accountable for their actions.

(Breen 2006).

As Breen (ibid.) notes: ‘The Bill, when published, will represent the first serious attempt to modernise Irish

charity regulation in more than forty years’.

In terms of the legal and regulatory context for the not-for-profit sector, Northern Irelands shares more

in common with the Republic of Ireland than with the rest of the UK. Both jurisdictions have recently

undertaken reviews of the regulatory framework for charitable organisations. However, both jurisdictions

have traditionally been characterised by a lack of mechanisms for the regulation and registration of

charities (which were introduced in England, Scotland and Wales under the Charities Act 1993); a lack

of clarity as to which body is responsible for designating charitable status to an organisation; and, the

absence of a definition of charity (the Pemsel four heads of charity have sufficed in both jurisdictions,

as in the UK).

In 2001, the Scottish Charity Law Commission (known as the McFadden Report) made 114

recommendations regarding the reform of charity law and regulation in Scotland. The report convinced

the Scottish Executive of the need to reform existing regulation for charities. Recent developments in

Scotland include the establishment of a regulatory body (an executive agency to be replaced by a

statutory regulator), the Office of the Scottish Charities Register and The Charities and Trustee Investment

(Scotland) Act was given Royal Assent in 2005. The charity law and regulation team of the Scottish

Executive is explicit in its commitment to ensuring that its plans and activities are ‘complementary’ to

developments in England and Wales.22
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Issues and controversies
The criteria by which the charitable status of an organisation is to be decided have proved to be a source

of considerable controversy and debate.

In accordance with the reforms proposed in the PAPB report and now incorporated into the Charities Bill,

an organisation must be able to show how it services the public benefit, i.e., it must be clear that the

organisation does not exclusively serve a particular set of interests, but rather the interests of a ‘cross-

section’ of the community (Dunn and Riley 2004, p.639). However, Dunn and Riley (ibid., p.641) argue

that the test of public benefit places too much emphasis on the form of an organisation rather than on

its substance:

We would argue that the delivery of public benefit should be assessed purposively, by reference to 

the nature and extent of the benefit that is actually delivered, rather than by the mere question of 

the form in which the purpose is expressed or the limits that are placed upon accessibility to 

that purpose.

This argument is underpinned by the rationale that although an organisation may appear to serve a

specific rather than a cross section of a community (for example, troubled teenagers) the benefits of

addressing the needs of a particular group may be felt throughout the community (for example, through

reduced levels of crime). From this perspective the contentious issue of whether institutions which

charge fees serve the public benefit is addressed by Dunn and Riley who argue that ‘the issue of fees

has to be weighed against the substance of the organisation’s policies for wider access to services’

(op. cit., p.642).

Religion and charitable purpose
There is some debate in the literature as to whether the advancement of religion constitutes a valid

charitable purpose. The advancement of religion is one of the twelve charitable purposes proposed in the

UK. It was also one of the four Pemsel heads of Charity. Traditionally, in Northern Ireland and the Republic

of Ireland, gifts given for religious purposes have been classed as charitable donations. Moreover, in the

Republic of Ireland, the ‘special position’ of the Catholic Church is recognised in the Constitution (Article

44.1.2). Traditionally, the dominant position of the Catholic Church has been such that ‘any gift for the

benefit of a religious body is conclusively presumed to be for the public benefit’ (O Halloran 2004, p.270;

see also, O’Halloran 2001, p.110-111).

However, O’Halloran (2004, p.269) argues that there is a strong case to be made for the removal of this

feature of charity law – an argument which is underpinned by the rationale that religion is synonymous

with the social divisions that have long characterised the island of Ireland, thereby ‘hindering the

consolidation of civil society’ (ibid., p.270). In relation to England and Wales, a similar case is made by

Dunn and Riley (2004). They argue that the inclusion of the advancement of religion as a charitable

purpose should be reconsidered – particularly given that whether the activities of religions can be

considered to be of substantive public benefit is, they argue, ambiguous (ibid., p.642-643).

This is not an issue that featured in the PAPB and it is doubtful that it will be addressed ‘head on’ in the

forthcoming Charities Bill in Ireland. However, as an underlying source of debate – and possibly of future

tension – in the designation of organised religions – and possibly, faith bodies – as charitable

organisations, it has the potential to have implications for the relationship between religion and civil

society. In relation to fundamentalist religious organisations, the assignment of charitable status may pose

fundamental moral and philosophical questions about what constitutes public benefit. This is not a debate

that is likely to end in the near future.

Regulation and accountability
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, improving the mechanisms for accountability and

transparency are key motivations for improving the regulatory context for civil society organisations.

Questions about the legitimacy of civil society organizations are intertwined with issues of

accountability too, as the latter concerns how foundations can ‘demonstrate’ their legitimacy,

which may have a legal, moral, political and technical or performance-related basis (Brown,
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cited in Taylor and Warburton 2003).23 The accountability of non-profit organisations raises questions

regarding to whom non-profit organisations should be accountable. This may range from regulatory

bodies, government and the general public, to volunteers, paid employees and the board of management

or trustees. Similarly, there is the question of what organisations should be accountable for, for example,

for demonstrating how they spend their money and maintain proper accounting procedures, or for the

quality of the work they carry out or support. In effect, questions about the accountability of third sector

organisations are underpinned by questions as to whether they should be accountable at all (see

Leat 1996).

The nature of the close relationship between government and the VCS may leave the latter open to

‘accusations of divided loyalties’ (Deakin 2005, p.32). The VCS now has (for better or worse) a range of

mechanisms that can be used to demonstrate its transparency and accountability, for example, Guidestar

UK, SORP, the Summary Information Return, as well as the provisions of the suggested Charities Bill and

the Freedom of Information Act) (Griffith et al. 2005, p.30-31). However, the real challenge for the VCS in

this respect is to cultivate the trust and faith of the public in its activities (see also NCVO 2004, cited in

Deakin 2005, p.32). Part of this task involves VCOs, and other civil society organisations being more

responsive to users. Kumar (1997) found that civil society organisations which had a contract with

government to provide health and welfare services were not accountable to the users of these services.

Indeed, many users – already from marginal sections of society – felt a reinforced sense of exclusion and

disempowerment. In a contribution to this study, Kumar (2005) also raises the issue of how the

increased role of civil society organisations, be it in service provision or in partnerships, has the

potential to create tensions between civil society and elected bodies, notably local government.

Both Kumar’s research in the UK (1997) and Powell and Geoghegan’s (2004) research in Ireland show

that local authorities challenge the legitimacy and accountability of the involvement of civil society

organisations in the delivery of services.

In a detailed contribution to the present study, Breen (2006) states that ‘there is no Irish template

currently in existence that sets out what good accountability – whether it be fiscal or performance based

– should look like’. However, she provides an insight into the types of issues that will underpin the 

proposed Charities Bill in the Republic of Ireland. For instance:
� The funding which civil society organisations receive from the public purse (be it via grants or 

contracts) supports the argument that the state should be able to hold these organisations to 

account for their actions.
� However, the extent to which civil society organisations should be held to account as a result of 

the tax benefits they receive is potentially more complex. As Breen argues, the role of the state in 

monitoring organisations which are not in receipt of public funds may be questionable given that 

the state has by virtue of the benefits granted to independent organisations already indicated that 

donors have a right to support these organisations in a private capacity. The organisation may 

therefore be considered to be more accountable to donors, than to the state. Stipulating the    

need to disclose some relevant information presents a middle course between these two 

scenarios (ibid.).

In recent years, review and reform appear to be the watchwords of regulation across all of the five

jurisdictions. The legal and regulatory context is fundamental to civil society as it is a factor which often

provides the impetus for giving by individuals and corporations. In this way, it may also be seen to be

fundamental to its development and longevity. At the same time, regulation should not be too onerous:

recent reviews have looked at ways of reducing the regulatory burden on some entities, particularly

smaller organisations (for example, Hampton Review, March 2004, cited in Griffith et al. 2005, p.31).

The debate about how, if at all civil society organisations should be held accountable for their

actions is one which has been discussed for many years – but one that is likely and indeed

should continue as voluntary and community organisations struggle to balance their need for

independence with their relationships with government, and other organisations, notably

foundations seek out new roles.

C10263_Carnegie_A4_Report  1/6/06  9:27 am  Page 55



Any exercise in contemplating the future of civil society in the UK and Ireland requires some careful

understanding of the current state of civil society today. As stated at the outset of this report, the

resurgence of interest in civil society in the UK and the Republic of Ireland in recent years has been

underpinned by concerns about the prevalence of a deficit in civil society. So, what is the evidence to

suggest that such a deficit exists? The short answer, of course, is that it all depends on what one

considers to be indicative of a ‘healthy’ civil society. The government appears to place particular

emphasis on formal forms of participation and volunteering, whilst the potential power of non-institutional

forms of civil society have been underlined by others – notably critics of the government’s civil renewal

agenda. The extent to which there is a continuum of involvement from one form of participation to

another is open to debate. Certainly critics of government policy suggest that it is underpinned by

assumptions that individuals climb a ladder of involvement in their communities (from informal acts of

kindness at the bottom, to formal positions of responsibility at the top). Yet, forms of community

self-help and participation in non-institutional civil society may also be seen as expressions of

a desire not to participate in the more formal dimensions of community involvement. Moreover,

certain forms of participation are motivated by personal goals as much as an interest in serving the

public good.

All in all, the report has shown that there is much to be hopeful about regarding the state of civil society

in the UK and Ireland today:
� The potential for civil society to contribute to a positive vision of society, and the role of the VCS in 

particular, appears to be both accepted and encouraged by governments. What is more, the 

emphasis which devolved governments and regional bodies in the UK have placed on involving 

stakeholders in decision-making processes means that constitutional change has the potential to 

generate new opportunities for civil society. Similar observations can be made regarding the role of

local authorities and local partnerships in Ireland.
� In the UK, there is evidence that levels of associational involvement have remained steady in 

recent years.
� The voluntary and community sector and key bodies such as foundations, and to a certain extent,

co-operatives are thinking strategically about the contribution that they can make to civil society. In 

the UK, the Compacts provide a framework for such strategic thinking amongst the VCS in relation 

to government and policy issues, whilst in Ireland the Social Partnership Arrangements serve 

this purpose.
� Notwithstanding widespread debate, there has been real effort to improve the regulatory and legal 

context for civil society organisations across the UK and in Ireland.
� Though the picture is mixed and still unclear, there are indications that community self-help 

provides a supportive environment for some communities; of note is the role played by FBOs in 

relation to the black and ethnic minority community in the UK and the role of I/MELOs in Ireland.
� Non-institutional forms of civil society activity may be seen to be indicative of an active and critical 

citizenry. They also show how new forms of technology can contribute to the strengthening of 

civil society.

Of course, a number of challenges for civil society also emerge from the present scoping study:
� The need for certain organisations to articulate new roles in civil society appears paramount. Trade 

unions need to consider new roles as a means of offsetting declines in membership and status.

For foundations, the need to articulate new roles can partly be viewed as a desire to experiment 

with new forms of philanthropy, but must also be examined against the backdrop of the fears of 

co-optation or ‘colonisation’ by government expressed by some foundation representatives (Leat 

2004). In Ireland, thinking about new roles is linked to the need for foundations to find a more 

distinctive presence and purpose.
� For VCOs in the UK and Ireland, the challenge is to re-define – and protect – their role in civil 

society as facilitators of participation and community involvement, and to offset broader concerns 

that their autonomy has been compromised as a result of close relations with government, for 

example, via funding initiatives or the provision of services.

10. Conclusion
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� The impact of tensions and factions within communities, and between communities, resonates in 

discussions of community involvement and non-institutional forms of participation in civil society.

Such tensions range from parochial power struggles and exclusionary protest, to, manifestations of

the shadow side of civil society, notably racism, terrorism and crime. As such, understanding the 

barriers to participation in communities is as vital as understanding what encourages it.
� Establishing the legitimacy and accountability of civil society organisations remains a key issue.

Indeed, it has gained in importance as a result of the proliferation of partnerships involving various 

actors in decision making processes at local level in the UK and Ireland.
� The media is at once the friend and enemy of civil society. Given the influences of market forces 

on media coverage, the relationship between the media and civil society is at best ambiguous, at 

worst, dangerous.

Key questions and themes
Whilst there is no clear deficit in civil society in the UK and Ireland, it is clear that there is much scope for

the debate about the form and nature of civil society to continue. By way of concluding, some of the key

questions and themes that emerged from the analysis of civil society across the five nations are outlined:

� The nature of civil society
� How much of civil society activity is for the ‘public good’?
� To what extent does the proliferation of non-institutional forms of civil society activity represent the 

‘reclaiming’ of civil society? What does this mean (if anything) to those involved in such activities?

� Relations with government
� How are relations between civil society and government likely to develop in the next few years? 

What are the scenarios envisaged by government? How do they differ from those envisaged by  

civil society organisations, the voluntary and community sector in particular?
� To what extent is the future role of FBOs being shaped by efforts of government to involve these 

organisations in different policy areas? What are the likely costs and benefits for faith communities 

and for civil society more broadly? For example, how will an increased role for FBOs in service 

provision impact upon relations with other members of the VCS? How will it affect the emphasis 

which FBOs place on forms of mutual aid and community self-help?
� In the UK, how will devolution and regionalism affect the development of civil society in the future? 

� Relations with market
� To what extent do new forms of social enterprise and ethical investment blur the boundaries 

between engagement with civil society and engagement with the market? 

� New roles
� Trade unions: what are trade unions for? i.e., what roles do they fulfil? What opportunities exist 

for the cultivation of new roles? Is the articulation of new roles fundamental to their survival? Can 

the ‘blame’ for declining membership be laid firmly at the door of employers and the prevalent 

economic climate?
� Foundations: what are the likely implications of the increasing popularity of new forms of 

philanthropy on beneficiaries of giving? Do they provide an impetus for giving? Do new roles 

enhance the legitimacy of foundations by better demonstrating the nature of their contribution      

to civil society? How similar or different are the types of challenges facing different types 

of foundations?
� Organised Mutual Aid: How can organised forms of mutual aid, notably co-operatives and credit 

unions harness their membership base to ensure that their contribution to civil society is not 

eclipsed by forms of social enterprise?
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The final report will be launched at the CIVICUS World Assembly in June 2006

(www.civicusassembly.org). See: http://scvo.org.uk/scvo/Information/ViewInformation.asp?al=t&page

=&all=&from=DSR&Info=414 &tcid=30&PageName=Impact. Similar exercises are underway in Northern

Ireland (see, http://www.nicva. org) and the Republic of Ireland (see, http://www.tasc.ie)

8 See: http://www.nicva.org 

9 The publication State of the Sector IV provides the most up-to-date account of the VCS in Northern

Ireland: http://www.communityni/index.cfm/section/article/page/stateofthesectorIV

10 See: http://www.communityni.org/index.cfm/section/general/key/010805ModFund

11 This is also a theme that resonates in the study of international development about local NGOs. See

Howell and Pearce 2002.

12 The consultation ran from 8 December 2005 – 3 March 2006. The outcome of this consultation was

not available at the time of writing.

13 The first two characteristics of the government agenda will be addressed here. The final characteristic

is addressed in the parallel study by Greg Power for the Carnegie Trust UK.

14 Justin Davis-Smith and Pat Gay recently undertook a study of volunteering in retirement for the Joseph

Rowntree Foundation, see Findings, March 2005.

15 Local Government Association (2002) Faith and Community: a good practice guide for local authorities.

16 This study formed part of the Civil Society Index (CSI) project on Northern Ireland. See:

http://www.nicva.org/index.cfm/section/Publications/key/mediavie

17 http://www.irlfunds.org/ireland/news_14.html 

18 See: http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/spr/charbill.asp. The Charity Commission website outlined

how the bill was published as a draft bill in May 2004. It was subject to pre-legislative discussion and

examination. The Charities Bill was then introduced into Parliament in December 2004. Due to the

General Election in May 2005, it had to be re-introduced on 18 May 2005.
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19 The list of charitable purposes includes: the prevention and relief of poverty; the advancement of

religion (extended beyond monotheism); the advancement of education; the advancement of health; social

and community advancement; the advancement of culture, arts, heritage and science; the advancement

of amateur sport; the promotion of human rights, conflict resolution and reconciliation; the advancement

of environmental protection and improvement; the promotion of animal welfare; the provision of social

housing and other purposes beneficial to the community. This list replaces the old four Pemsel heads of

charity: poverty, education, religion and ‘other purposes of benefit to the community’. (see Dunn and

Riley 2004).

20 http://www.pobail.ie/en/CharitiesRegulation/ConsultationPaperonCharitiesRegulation/file,4024,en.pdf

21 Breen, O. Establishing a Modern Statutory Framework for Charities, Report on the Public Consultation

for the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs (September 2004). Available at:

http://www.pobail.ie/en/CharitiesRegulation/ExternalReportonpUBLIC Consultation/file,4534,en.pdf. Much

of the information presented here on the Charities Bill in Ireland is also drawn from Oonagh Breen’s

contribution to the present report.

22 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/Voluntary-Issues/15300/13798

23 Legal legitimacy involves the compliance of third sector organisations with prevalent legal rules and

regulations. Moral legitimacy refers to the values inherent in an organisation. Political legitimacy is

intertwined with moral legitimacy as it is assumed that if third sector organisations seek to be a viable

influence on the democratic process, or rather to promote democracy then they should reflect the values

they seek to promote such as transparency, accountability and representation. Finally, the technical and

performance legitimacy of a third sector organisation rests on the claims of expertise and knowledge,

on the one hand and increasing requirements for ‘performance management and accountability’, on

the other.
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ADM Area Development Management

BME Black and Ethnic Minority

CA Countryside Alliance

CERS Community Economic Regeneration Schemes

CFI Campaign for Freedom of Information 

CIC Community Interest Companies

CRISP Community Regeneration and Improvement Special Programme

CSF Community Support Framework

CSR Corporate Social Responsibility 

EDA Environmental Direct Action

FBO Faith Based Organisation

HACAN Heathrow Association for the Control of Aircraft Noise 

ICTU Irish Congress of Trade Unions

IFI International Fund for Ireland

I/MELO Immigrant/’New’ Ethnic-Led Community and Voluntary Organisations

LETS Local Exchange Trading System

LSP Local Strategic Partnership

LAA Local Area Agreement

MNC Multi-National Corporation 

NCVO National Council for Voluntary Organisations

NDC New Deal for Communities

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

NICVA Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action 

NTUC Northern branch of the Trades Union Congress

PAPB Private Action Public Benefit

SIPTU Services Industrial Professional and Technical Union 

SMI Strategic Management Initiative

TUC Trades Union Congress

VCO Voluntary and Community organisations

VCS Voluntary and Community sector

VIU Voluntary Issues Unit

VSG Voluntary Service Groups

WCAG Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
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